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HOW TO READ A DOCUMENT AND USE IT EFFECTIVELY
The long essays you will write in this course will test your ability to use primary source
documents as evidence. Primary source documents are written works, whether letters, inscriptions,
religious writings, law codes or any other kind of government communication, which come from the
actual time we are studying. For History 1100 most of our primary sources are found in this
sourcebook. Primary sources are crucial to the study of history because they are the strongest evidence
a historian can use to interpret a period of time. Why? Because these documents are like windows
which look out into another time. They let us hear the voices of the people of the past. Historians have
to read documents and understand what is important in them before they can use them to write about a
person, event or period of time. Since historians are individuals, sometimes they disagree about what a
document means or what in it is important. This is why different historians can read the same
documents and sometimes come up with a different interpretation, or explanation, of why things
happened. History is not written in stone. There is no one right interpretation of history, only stronger
or weaker arguments about what documents mean. What makes a particular argument strong or weak?
The answer is evidence. The best arguments make the best use of primary sources as evidence.
How can you learn to make good use of primary sources? The secret is to know how to read a
document effectively. The best way to do this is to answer four questions about it:
1) Author? Who wrote the document? Was the author one person or a group of people? Who was the
author? Was it a man or a woman, a slave or free man, a rich person or poor? Answer these questions
and you may begin to learn why they wrote what they did.
2) Audience? Who was the document written for? Was it for one person or a particular group of
people? Knowing the audience helps you understand why the document was written in the way it was,
and why it says certain things and not others.
3) Purpose? Why was the document written? This is a much harder question to answer. You need to
know the author and the audience to have a chance to answer this one. Sometimes the document comes
out and tells you the reason, but often you have to speculate (a fancy word for “guess”) on the purpose.
The more you know about the document, the better chance you have of guessing the purpose for its
being written.
4) Importance? Why is this document important? What is the most significant thing it tells us? This is
the hardest question of all to answer because different documents have different importance to
different people. The key here is to discover what is most important about the document so YOU can
use it for your purposes. In the case of the documents in this sourcebook you need to understand what
they tell you about the main themes (or objectives) of this course. Answering the first three questions
helps you determine the answer to this last one.
Remember, the goal is to really understand the documents in the sourcebook. Ask the above four
questions about each one of these documents. Write down your answers before you begin writing your
papers. Then think about how you can arrange your evidence in a carefully constructed argument
which will answer the questions I give you for the paper topics. Each document will contain multiple
examples which you can use as evidence. Make sure you use each document and use it fully -- pull
more than one example from it whenever possible.
3

Week One Readings

No Readings This Week.
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Week Two Readings

(The Mesopotamians)
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1. Enuma Elish (The Epic of Creation) (c. 2000 BCE)
Mesopotamian civilization began around 7000 B.C.E. but we only have historical documents starting
shortly after 3000 B.C.E. when a people of the southern Tigris-Euphrates river valley, a region known
as Sumer, rose to prominence. The Sumerians developed a sophisticated culture which included rule
by a monarch, a polytheistic religion administered by a priestly caste, a system of writing and marvels
of engineering, such as a complex system of irrigation, city walls, and ziggurats. Warfare was
prevalent in Mesopotamia, and another people, the Akkadians, arose and conquered the Sumerians.
However, the people of Sumer left a lasting legacy for the subsequent rulers of Mesopotamia, because
their conquerors adopted most of their culture, adding special features of their own. By 2000 B.C.E.
the Babylonians controlled the lands between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers and developed a great
epic which explained why their chief god Marduk, a sky god, was supreme among all the gods. The
Epic of Creation is known as the Enuma Elish, so named for the first two words of the story which
translates as “when on high,” which refers to matters occurring in the heavens where the gods reside.
This story would have been recited by the Babylonian priests on special ceremonial occasions. You
may want to think of this story as a religious lesson.
The Enuma Elish tells us a lot about the Mesopotamian people and the way they conceptualized
their world. It explains how everything started – the gods, space and time, the earth, even humanity.
Perhaps the most important explanation it gave was why humans were created. Thus it answers many
of the questions that early societies would have had about the nature of existence. It gives us a window
into the religious thinking of the Mesopotamians.
After reading the selections that follow try to answer the following questions:
1) Why do the eldest gods (Apsu, Tiamat and Mummu) decide to go to war with the younger gods?
2) How is Tiamat portrayed in this story? Why do you think the Mesopotamians portrayed her in this
way?
3) How does Marduk defeat Tiamat? Why do you think the battle is described so graphically?
4) What does Marduk do to Tiamat after she is defeated? Why is this important?
5) Why does Marduk create human beings? What is their purpose in the world? What does this tell
us about Mesopotamian religion?
[From The Seven Tablets of Creation, translation by L.W. King (London, 1902), found at
http://www.sacred-texts.com/ane/enuma.htm ]

THE FIRST TABLET
When on high heaven was not named,
And the earth beneath did not yet bear a name,
And the primeval Apsu, who begat them,
And chaos, Tiamat, the mother of them both
6

Their waters were mingled together,1
And no field was formed, no marsh was to be seen;
When of the gods none had been called into being,
And none bore a name, and no destinies were ordained;
Then were created the gods in the midst of heaven,
Lahmu and Lahamu were called into being2...
Ages increased,...
Then Ansar and Kisar were created3, and over them....
Long were the days, then there came forth.....
Anu4, their son,...
Ansar and Anu...
And the god Anu...
Nudimmud,5 whom his fathers, his begetters.....
Abounding in all wisdom,...
He was exceeding strong...
He had no rival …
Thus were established and were... the great gods.
But Tiamat and Apsu were still in confusion...
They were troubled and...
In disorder...
Then Apsu, the begetter of the great gods,
Cried unto Mummu, his minister, and said unto him:
"O Mummu, thou minister that rejoicest my spirit,
Come, unto Tiamat let us go!
So they went and before Tiamat they lay down,
They consulted on a plan with regard to the [younger] gods, their sons.
Apsu opened his mouth and spake,
And unto Tiamat, the glistening one, he addressed the word:
...their way...

1

Apsu, personification of freshwater, and Tiamat, the personification of salt water, were two of the chief deities of the
Mesopotamians, and they existed before the creation of any other thing. Their union gave birth to other gods, including
Mummu who became their grand vizier. These three gods became a trinity representing the most powerful of the early
Mesopotamian gods.
2
Lahmu and Lahamu were two of the earliest gods, twin dieties, the former male and the latter female. They represent the
silt that formed from the merging of Apsu and Tiamat. They were often portrayed as monsters having snake-like bodies,
perhaps representing the snake-like ripples of waters. These two gods gave birth to many of the other gods and goddesses.
3
Ansar and Kisar are another set of twins, children of Lahmu and Lahamu. Ansar was a god of the sky (or heavens) and
Kisar was a goddess of the earth. They gave birth to Anu.
4
Anu was a sky-god and a king of the Sumerian gods. Notice that we are seeing generations of gods which may be a way
of showing how successive generations of Mesopotamians adopted the gods of earlier (perhaps conquered) peoples and
melded them into their own pantheons.
5
Nudimmud is another name for the god Ea, who was the father of the great god hero Marduk.
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“By day I cannot rest, by night I cannot lie down in peace.
But I will destroy their way, I will...
Let there be lamentation, and let us lie down again in peace."
When Tiamat heard these words,
She raged and cried aloud [for revenge?]....
She uttered a curse, and unto Apsu she spake:
"What then shall we do?
Let their way be made difficult, and let us lie down again in peace."
Mummu answered, and gave counsel unto Apsu,
...and hostile to the [younger] gods was the counsel Mummu gave:
“Come, their way is strong, but thou shalt destroy it;
Then by day shalt thou have rest, by night shalt thou lie down in peace."
Apsu harkened unto him and his countenance grew bright,
Since he [Mummu] planned evil against the gods his sons….
They banded themselves together6 and at the side of Tiamat they advanced;
They were furious; they devised mischief without resting night and day.
They prepared for battle, fuming and raging;
They joined their forces and made war….

THE FOURTH TABLET
[The younger gods] prepared for [Marduk] a lordly chamber,
Before his fathers as prince he took his place.
"Thou art chiefest among the great gods,
Thy fate is unequaled, thy word is [like that of] Anu!
O Marduk, thou art chiefest among the great gods,
Thy fate is unequaled, thy word is [like that of] Anu!
Henceforth not without avail shall be thy command,
In thy power shall it be to exalt and to abase.
Established shall be the word of thy mouth, irresistible shall be thy command,
None among the gods shall transgress thy boundary.
Abundance, the desire of the shrines of the gods,
Shall be established in thy sanctuary, even though they lack offerings.…
Then the lord [Marduk] raised the thunderbolt, his mighty weapon,
He mounted the chariot, the storm unequaled for terror,
He harnessed and yoked unto it four horses,
6

Some gods sided with Tiamat.
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Destructive, ferocious, overwhelming, and swift of pace;
... were their teeth, they were flecked with foam;…
And the lord drew nigh, he gazed upon the inward parts of Tiamat…
Then the lord [Marduk] raised the thunderbolt, his mighty weapon,
And against Tiamat, who was raging, thus he sent the [following] words:
“Thou art become great, thou hast exalted thyself on high,
And thy heart hath prompted thee to call to battle….
Let then thy host be equipped, let thy weapons be girded on!
Stand! I and thou, let us join battle!”
When Tiamat heard these words,
She was like one possessed, she lost her reason.
Tiamat uttered wild, piercing cries,
She trembled and shook to her very foundations.
She recited an incantation, she pronounced her spell,
And the gods of the battle cried out for their weapons.
Then advanced Tiamat and Marduk, the counselor of the gods;
To the fight they came on, to the battle they drew nigh.
The lord spread out his net and caught her,
And the evil wind that was behind him he let loose in her face.
As Tiamat opened her mouth to its full extent,
He drove in the evil wind, while as yet she had not shut her lips.
The terrible winds filled her belly,
And her courage was taken from her, and her mouth she opened wide.
He seized the spear and burst her belly,
He severed her inward parts, he pierced her heart.
He overcame her and cut off her life;
He cast down her body and stood upon it.
When he had slain Tiamat, the leader,
Her might was broken, her host [of followers] was scattered.
And the gods her helpers, who marched by her side,
Trembled, and were afraid, and turned back.
They took to flight to save their lives. . . .
And unto Tiamat, whom he had conquered, he returned.
And the lord stood upon Tiamat's hinder parts,
And with his merciless club he smashed her skull.
He cut through the channels of her blood,
And he made the North wind bear it away into secret places. . . .
Then the lord rested, gazing upon her dead body,
9

While he divided the flesh of the ... , and devised a cunning plan.
He split her up like a flat fish into two halves;7
One half of her he established as a covering for heaven.8
He fixed a bolt, he stationed a watchman,
And bade them not to let her waters come forth.
He passed through the heavens, he surveyed the regions thereof,
And over against the Deep he set the dwelling of Nudimmud.
And the lord measured the structure of the Deep,9
And he founded E-sara, a mansion like unto it.
The mansion E-sara which he created as heaven,10
He caused Anu, Bel, and Ea in their districts to inhabit.
THE FIFTH TABLET
He (Marduk) made the stations11 for the great gods;
The stars, their images, as the stars of the Zodiac, he fixed.
He ordained the year and into sections he divided it;12
For the twelve months he fixed three stars.
After he had ... the days of the year [made] images, ….
THE SIXTH TABLET
When Marduk heard the word of the gods,
His heart prompted him and he devised a cunning plan.
He opened his mouth and unto Ea he spake
That which he had conceived in his heart he imparted unto him:
"My blood will I take and bone will I fashion
I will make man, that man may [section lost]. . .
I will create man who shall inhabit the earth,
That the service13 of the gods may be established, and that their shrines may be built.
But I will alter the ways of the gods, and I will change their paths;
Together shall they be oppressed and unto evil shall they [section lost]....

Marduk cuts Tiamat’s body in half and uses the two sides to make the Heavens and the rest of reality.
He created the sky.
9
He created the seas.
10
E-sara was the home of the gods in the Heavens..
11
The stations were the areas over which the younger gods had responsibility.
12
He created time and the calendar.
13
By service is meant the proper ceremonies and prayers.
7
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1a. GENEALOGY OF IMPORTANT MESOPOTAMIAN GODS

Apsu – Tiamat
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----
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|
------------------------------|
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|
-----------------|
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|
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Enlil

|
Marduk
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|
Kingu & Other Gods

2. The Epic of Gilgamesh (c.2850 B.C.E)
In the mid-nineteenth century archaeologists excavating the ancient Assyrian capitol city of Nineveh
made a tremendous discovery. One of their earliest digs uncovered an ancient library filled with over
25,000 clay tablets. Among these were multiple copies of the Epic of Gilgamesh, which is one of the
oldest human stories to survive from ancient Mesopotamia. It is the story of a great hero, Gilgamesh,
the god-king of Uruk, one of the oldest Sumerian cities. He was a great warrior, who, with the help of
his best friend Enkidu, slew wild animals and vicious monsters in order to keep his subjects safe.
Gilgamesh was also a prodigious builder, who gave Uruk its massive protective walls. But what made
his story so compelling for later generations was his search for the secret of immortality. After Enkidu
dies of disease, Gilgamesh goes on a long quest to discover a way to cheat death. His travels take him
to Utna-Pishtim, the Mesopotamian Noah, who was rewarded by the gods with eternal life for saving
humankind from the Great Flood. Utna-Pishtim tells Gilgamesh of a special flower he must eat to gain
immortality. The god-king finds the flower after more arduous travels but it is stolen away from him
and eaten by a snake before he has the time to take it back to Uruk to feed it to his people. The people
of Uruk are condemned to remain mortal and suffer death. However, succeeding ages were fascinated
by Gilgamesh’s quest and his story is still read today.
In the selection below Utna-Pishtim tells Gilgamesh of the Great Flood. After reading it, try to
answer the following questions:
1) Why do the gods decide to destroy humankind? Who is the main instigator?
2) How do the gods react once the Flood comes? Why do they regret their actions?
3) What does Utna-Pishtim do once the waters recede? How do the gods react to this?
4) Which god is not allowed to partake of the sacrifice? Why not?
[From Assyrian International News Agency, Books Online, www.aina.org]

[Utna-Pishtim tells Gilgamesh of the flood.]

‘You know the city Shurrupak1, it stands on the banks of Euphrates? That city grew old and the gods
that were in it were old. There was Anu2, lord of the firmament3, their father, and warrior Enlil4 their
counselor or, Ninurta the helper, and Ennugi watcher over canals; and with them also was Ea. In those
days the world teemed, the people multiplied, the world bellowed like a wild bull, and the great god
was aroused by the clamor. Enlil heard the clamor and he said to the gods in council, "The uproar of
mankind is intolerable and sleep is no longer possible by reason of the babel." So the gods agreed to
exterminate mankind. Enlil did this, but Ea5 because of his oath warned me in a dream. He whispered
1

Shurrupak was a city on the Euphrates river
Anu was the greatest of the Sumerian gods of this period who was over all of creation.
3
the heavens
4
Enlil was a powerful sky god who had dominion over air, wind and storms. He was also the god of fate.
5
Ea was a Sumerian water god, who was also the god of wisdom, civilization and culture. He was often portrayed as being
favorable to humans.
2
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their words to my house of reeds, "Reed-house, reed-house! Wall, O wall, hearken reed-house, wall
reflect; O man of Shurrupak, son of Ubara-Tutu6; tear down your house and build a boat, abandon
possessions and look for life, despise worldly goods and save your soul alive. Tear down your house, I
say, and build a boat. These are the measurements of the barque7 as you shall build her: let her beam8
equal her length, let her deck be roofed like the vault that covers the abyss; then take up into the boat
the seed of all living creatures." . . . .
[Enlil calls up a fierce storm]

A stupor of despair went up to heaven when the god of the storm9 turned daylight to darkness, when he
smashed the land like a cup. One whole day the tempest raged, gathering fury as it went, it poured over
the people like the tides of battle; a man could not see his brother nor the people be seen from heaven.
Even the gods were terrified at the flood, they fled to the highest heaven, the firmament of Anu; they
crouched against the walls, cowering like curs. Then Ishtar10 the sweet-voiced Queen of Heaven cried
out like a woman in travail: "Alas the days of old are turned to dust because I commanded evil; why
did I command thus evil in the council of all the gods? I commanded wars to destroy the people, but
are they not my people, for I brought them forth? Now like the spawn of fish they float in the ocean."
The great gods of heaven and of hell wept, they covered their mouths.
‘For six days and six nights the winds blew, torrent and tempest and flood overwhelmed the world,
tempest and flood raged together like warring hosts. When the seventh day dawned the storm from the
south subsided, the sea grew calm, the flood was stilled; I looked at the face of the world and there was
silence, all mankind was turned to clay. The surface of the sea stretched as flat as a roof-top; I opened a
hatch and the light fell on my face. Then I bowed low, I sat down and I wept, the tears streamed down
my face, for on every side was the waste of water. I looked for land in vain, but fourteen leagues11
distant there appeared a mountain, and there the boat grounded; . . .
When the seventh day dawned I loosed a dove and let her go. She flew away, but finding no restingplace she returned. Then I loosed a swallow, and she flew away but finding no resting-place she
returned. I loosed a raven, she saw that the waters had retreated, she ate, she flew around, she cawed,
and she did not come back. Then I threw everything open to the four winds, I made a sacrifice and
poured out a libation12 on the mountain top. Seven and again seven cauldrons I set up on their stands, I
heaped up wood and cane and cedar and myrtle. When the gods smelled the sweet savor, they gathered
like flies over the sacrifice. Then, at last, Ishtar also came, she lifted her necklace with the jewels of
6

Ubara-tutu was the last king of Shurrupak before the coming of the Great Flood. He was said to have ruled for 18,600
years.
7
A barque is a sailing ship with three masts.
8
width
9
Enlil
10
Ishtar was the goddess of love, sex and fertility. She was the most important female deity of the Sumerians.
11
A league was a nautical distance of about 3.5 miles.
12
A libation was a liquid offering to the gods, usually consisting of wine or milk.
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heaven that once Anu had made to please her. "O you gods here present, by the lapis lazuli round my
neck I shall remember these days as I remember the jewels of my throat; these last days I shall not
forget. Let all the gods gather round the sacrifice, except Enlil. He shall not approach this offering, for
without reflection he brought the flood; he consigned my people to destruction."

14

3. The Law Code of Hammurabi (c. 1772 B.C.E)
Hammurabi was a Babylonian king who ruled from c.1792 to 1750 B.C.E. He came to the throne of a
small kingdom centered on the city of Babylon, but through warfare conquered the northern and
southern regions of Mesopotamia. By the time of his death he had united the whole river valley under
his rule. Although a great conqueror, Hammurabi is best known by posterity for the law code which he
established in order to keep the peace in his immense kingdom. It was carved on a large stela, an
upright stone slab, and was displayed publicly. This law code reveals quite a bit about the social,
religious and legal world of the Babylonians. For example, the laws show that the Babylonians had a
stratified social order. At the top were seigneurs, people of importance, referred to in the code as “any
one.” These included the aristocracy, the wealthy, and even some of the better off craftspeople and
merchants. In the middle were free men who were not significant landowners or who received wages
for their labor. At the bottom were slaves, who were considered property. The laws affected all people
in society although not in the same way. The prologue and epilogue to the laws show that Hammurabi
was as proud of his law code as he was of his conquests. The code inspired many civilizations down
through the ages, especially since they were written down for all to see.
After reading the selection of laws below, try to answer the following questions:
1) Why did Hammurabi create this set of laws? What role did the gods play in this law code?
2) Are all classes in society treated the same under these laws? What proof can you show to support
your answer?
3) What role does the river play in some of these laws? Why do you think this is?
4) Is this law code based solely on the idea of “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”? Or is it more
complex?
6) What do the prologue and epilogue tell us about Hammurabi as a person?
[Translated by L. W. King. Found at http://eawc.evansville.edu/anthology/hammurabi.htm ]

Prologue
When Anu the Sublime, King of the Anunnaki1, and Bel, the lord of Heaven and earth, who decreed
the fate of the land, assigned to Marduk, the over-ruling son of Ea, God of righteousness, dominion
over earthly man, and made him great among the Igigi2, they called Babylon by his illustrious name,
made it great on earth, and founded an everlasting kingdom in it, whose foundations are laid so solidly
as those of heaven and earth; then Anu and Bel called by name me, Hammurabi, the exalted prince,
who feared God, to bring about the rule of righteousness in the land, to destroy the wicked and the
evil-doers; so that the strong should not harm the weak; so that I should rule over the black-headed
people like Shamash3, and enlighten the land, to further the well-being of mankind. . . .
1

The Annunaki is name for the entire pantheon of Mesopotamian gods.
The Igigi were the younger gods who served the Annunaki.
3
Shamash was a sun god who was also the god of justice.
2
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When Marduk sent me to rule over men, to give the protection of right to the land, I did right and
righteousness in ..., and brought about the well-being of the oppressed.
The Code of Laws
1. If any one ensnare another, putting a ban4 upon him, but he cannot prove it, then he that ensnared
him shall be put to death.
2. If any one bring an accusation against a man, and the accused go to the river and leap into the river,
if he sink in the river his accuser shall take possession of his house. But if the river prove that the
accused is not guilty,5 and he escape unhurt, then he who had brought the accusation shall be put to
death, while he who leaped into the river shall take possession of the house that had belonged to his
accuser.
3. If any one bring an accusation of any crime before the elders, and does not prove what he has
charged, he shall, if it be a capital offense charged, be put to death.
6. If any one steal the property of a temple or of the court, he shall be put to death, and also the one
who receives the stolen thing from him shall be put to death.
8. If any one steal cattle or sheep, or an ass, or a pig or a goat, if it belong to a god or to the court6, the
thief shall pay thirtyfold therefore; if they belonged to a freed man of the king he shall pay tenfold; if
the thief has nothing with which to pay he shall be put to death.
22. If any one is committing a robbery and is caught, then he shall be put to death.
53. If any one be too lazy to keep his dam in proper condition, and does not so keep it; if then the dam
break and all the fields be flooded, then shall he in whose dam the break occurred be sold for money,
and the money shall replace the corn which he has caused to be ruined.
54. If he be not able to replace the corn, then he and his possessions shall be divided among the
farmers whose corn he has flooded.
55. If any one open his ditches to water his crop, but is careless, and the water flood the field of his
neighbor, then he shall pay his neighbor corn for his loss.
128. If a man take a woman to wife, but have no intercourse with her, this woman is no wife to him.

4

An evil spell.
Not drowning after being thrown into the river was considered proof of innocence.
6
belong to a herd owned by a temple or the king
5
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129. If a man's wife be surprised7 with another man, both shall be tied and thrown into the water, but
the husband may pardon his wife and the king his slaves.
132. If the "finger is pointed"8 at a man's wife about another man, but she is not caught sleeping with
the other man, she shall jump into the river for her husband.9
142. If a woman quarrel with her husband, and say: "You are not congenial to me," the reasons for her
prejudice must be presented. If she is guiltless, and there is no fault on her part, but he leaves and
neglects her, then no guilt attaches to this woman, she shall take her dowry and go back to her father's
house.
143. If she is not innocent, but leaves her husband, and ruins her house, neglecting her husband, this
woman shall be cast into the water.
195. If a son strike his father, his hands shall be hewn off.
196. If a man put out the eye of another man, his eye shall be put out.
197. If he break another man's bone, his bone shall be broken.
198. If he put out the eye of a freed man, or break the bone of a freed man, he shall pay one gold mina.
199. If he put out the eye of a man's slave, or break the bone of a man's slave, he shall pay one-half of
its value.
200. If a man knock out the teeth of his equal, his teeth shall be knocked out.
201. If he knock out the teeth of a freed man, he shall pay one-third of a gold mina.
202. If any one strike the body of a man higher in rank than he, he shall receive sixty blows with an oxwhip in public.

Epilogue
LAWS of justice which Hammurabi, the wise king, established. A righteous law, and pious statute did
he teach the land. Hammurabi, the protecting king am I. I have not withdrawn myself from the men,
whom Bel gave to me, the rule over whom Marduk gave to me, I was not negligent, but I made them a
7

In adultery.
“To point the finger” meant to accuse someone of wrongdoing.
9
“Jumping into the river” means she must undergo the ordeal of water. If she drowns, then it is a sign from the gods that
she was guilty. If she does not drown it is a sign that she is innocent of the charge.
8
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peaceful abiding-place. I expounded all great difficulties, I made the light shine upon them. With the
mighty weapons which Zamama and Ishtar entrusted to me, with the keen vision with which Ea
endowed me, with the wisdom that Marduk gave me, I have uprooted the enemy above and below [in
north and south], subdued the earth, brought prosperity to the land, guaranteed security to the
inhabitants in their homes; a disturber was not permitted. . . .
Hammurabi, the king of righteousness, on whom Shamash has conferred right [or law] am I. My words
are well considered; my deeds are not equaled; to bring low those that were high; to humble the proud,
to expel insolence. If a succeeding ruler considers my words . . . then may Shamash lengthen that
king's reign . . . If this ruler do not esteem my words . . . if he destroy the law which I have given,
corrupt my words, change my monument, efface my name, write his name there . . . may the great God
(Anu), the Father of the gods, who has ordered my rule, withdraw from him the glory of royalty, break
his scepter, curse his destiny.
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4. Book of Genesis (The Creation Story) (c.10th-6th cent. B.C.E.)
The Hebrews become important in Western civilization not because of their great conquests or their
prodigious building projects, but rather for their unique religion. They are the first people who
developed ethical monotheism. Unlike the polytheistic civilizations which came before them, and
which could assign good and evil acts to individual gods and goddesses, the Hebrews had to explain
good and evil while having just a single deity, Yahweh. It was easy to attribute good actions to a
benevolent God, but how did one explain the misfortunes and catastrophes which sometimes occurred
to human beings? The Hebrew story of creation attempts to address this issue.
Read the selections below and try to answer the following questions:
1) Why does God create the world?
2) Why are man and woman created?
3) Why are Adam and Eve expelled from the Garden of Eden?
4) What punishment does God inflict on man and woman?
5) How is this creation story different from that of the Mesopotamians? What does that tell us about
the different relationship between each people and its gods or god?
[Introduction and e-text copyright 2005 by David W. Koeller at
http://www.thenagain.info/Classes/Sources/Genesis1.html]

And God said, "Let the land produce living creatures according to their kinds: livestock, creatures that
move along the ground, and wild animals, each according to its kind." And it was so. God made the
wild animals according to their kinds, the livestock according to their kinds, and all the creatures that
move along the ground according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. Then God said, "Let us
make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the
air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground." So
God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created
them. God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue
it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the
ground." Then God said, "I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every
tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all
the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground--everything that has the breath of life
in it--I give every green plant for food." And it was so. God saw all that he had made, and it was very
good. And there was evening, and there was morning--the sixth day.
Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. By the seventh day God
had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. And God
blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he
had done. . . .
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Now the LORD God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had
formed. And the LORD God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground--trees that were pleasing
to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil. . . The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to
work it and take care of it. And the LORD God commanded the man, "You are free to eat from any
tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you
eat of it you will surely die." The LORD God said, "It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make
a helper suitable for him." Now the LORD God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field
and all the birds of the air. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever
the man called each living creature, that was its name. So the man gave names to all the livestock, the
birds of the air and all the beasts of the field. But for Adam no suitable helper was found.
So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took
one of the man's ribs and closed up the place with flesh. Then the LORD God made a woman from the
rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. The man said, "This is now bone of my
bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called `woman, ' for she was taken out of man." For this
reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one
flesh. The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.
Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the LORD God had made. He
said to the woman, "Did God really say, `You must not eat from any tree in the garden'?"
The woman said to the serpent, "We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, `You
must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you
will die.'"
"You will not surely die," the serpent said to the woman. "For God knows that when you eat of
it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil."
When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and
also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who
was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were
naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves. Then the man and his
wife heard the sound of the LORD God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and
they hid from the LORD God among the trees of the garden.
But the LORD God called to the man, "Where are you?"
He answered, "I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid."
And he said, "Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you
not to eat from?"
The man said, "The woman you put here with me--she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I
ate it."
Then the LORD God said to the woman, "What is this you have done?" The woman said, "The
serpent deceived me, and I ate."
So the LORD God said to the serpent, "Because you have done this, "Cursed are you above all
the livestock and all the wild animals! You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days
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of your life. And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers;
he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel."
To the woman he said, "I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will
give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you."
To Adam he said, "Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I
commanded you, `You must not eat of it,' "Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil
you will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat
the plants of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground,
since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return."
Adam named his wife Eve because she would become the mother of all the living. The LORD
God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them. And the LORD God said, "The
man has now become like one of us, knowing good and evil. He must not be allowed to reach out his
hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live forever." So the LORD God banished him
from the Garden of Eden to work the ground from which he had been taken. After he drove the man
out, he placed on the east side of the Garden of Eden cherubim10 and a flaming sword flashing back
and forth to guard the way to the tree of life.

10

a powerful angel
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5. Book of Genesis (The Great Flood)
The Hebrews also had a Great Flood story which was part of their religious teachings. Scholars
believe it was based on the Mesopotamian story. To understand why please compare this Hebrew
version of the Great Flood story with that of the Mesopotamians.
1) In what ways are they similar?
2) In what ways are they different?
3) What do these stories tell us about the way each society viewed their gods or god?
6:5 The LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of
the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. 6 And the LORD was sorry that he had made man
on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. 7 So the LORD said, "I will blot out man whom I have
created from the face of the ground, man and beast and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am
sorry that I have made them." 8 But Noah found favor in the eyes of the LORD.
7:1 Then the LORD said to Noah, "Go into the ark, you and all your household, for I have seen that
you are righteous before me in this generation. . . .
7:7 And Noah and his sons and his wife and his sons' wives with him went into the ark, to escape the
waters of the flood. 8 Of clean animals, and of animals that are not clean, and of birds, and of
everything that creeps on the ground (they boarded). 10 And after seven days the waters of the flood
came upon the earth. 12 And rain fell upon the earth forty days and forty nights. . . .
8:2b Then the rain from the heavens was restrained, 3a and the waters receded from the earth
continually. 6 At the end of forty days Noah opened the window of the ark which he had made, 7 and
sent forth a raven; and it went to and fro until the waters were dried up from the earth. 8 Then he sent
forth a dove from him, to see if the waters had subsided from the face of the ground; 9 but the dove
found no place to set her foot, and she returned to him to the ark, for the waters were still on the face of
the whole earth. So he put forth his hand and took her and brought her into the ark with him. 10 He
waited another seven days, and again he sent forth the dove out of the ark; 11 and the dove came back
to him in the evening, and lo, in her mouth a freshly plucked olive leaf; so Noah knew that the waters
had subsided from the earth. 12 Then he waited another seven days, and sent forth the dove; and she
did not return to him anymore. 13b So Noah removed the covering of the ark, and looked, and behold,
the face of the ground was dry.
8:20 Then Noah built an altar to the LORD, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird,
and offered burnt offerings on the altar. 21 And when the LORD smelled the pleasing odor, the LORD
said in his heart, "I will never again curse the ground because of man, for the imagination of man's
heart is evil from his youth; neither will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have done. 22
While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall
not cease."
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6. The Book of Exodus (c.10th-6th century B.C.E.)
The Book of Exodus chronicles the story of the Hebrews as slaves in the land of Egypt and how their
great hero Moses, by obeying the commands of Yahweh, finally led them to freedom. While in the Sinai
wilderness Yahweh gave the Hebrews a set of core religious laws which he expected them to follow –
The Ten Commandments. They were an important part of the story and illustrate a central belief of
Hebrew monotheism -- the concept of the covenant, an agreement between Yahweh and the Hebrews.
After reading the following selections, please try to answer these questions:
1) What is the nature of the covenant between Yahweh and the Hebrews? What does Yahweh expect
from the Hebrews? What do the Hebrews get from it?
2) How do the Ten Commandments compare to the Law Code of Hammurabi? What similarities do
you see? What differences?
3) Why do the Hebrews demand the making of the golden calf?
4) What does Yahweh do to the Hebrew people as a result of their worship of the golden calf? Why is
this important?
[From “The Book of Exodus” (Revised Standard Edition), The Ancient History Sourcebook, Fordham
University, at http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/ancient/exodus-rsv.asp]

Chapter 19
1 On the third new moon after the people of Israel had gone forth out of the land of Egypt, on that day
they came into the wilderness of Sinai. 2 And when they set out from Reph'idim and came into the
wilderness of Sinai, they encamped in the wilderness; and there Israel encamped before the mountain.
3 And Moses went up to God, and the LORD called to him out of the mountain, saying, "Thus you
shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the people of Israel: 4 You have seen what I did to the
Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself. 5 Now therefore, if you
will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own possession among all peoples; for all
the earth is mine, 6 and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. These are the words
which you shall speak to the children of Israel. . . .”
Chapter 20
1 And God spoke all these words, saying,
2 "I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.1
3 "You shall have no other gods before me.

1

Here begin the Ten Commandments.
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4 "You shall not make for yourself a graven image2, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven
above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; 5 you shall not bow down
to them or serve them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers
upon the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, 6 but showing steadfast
love to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments.
7 "You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain; for the LORD will not hold him
guiltless who takes his name in vain.
8 "Remember the sabbath day,3 to keep it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor, and do all your work; 10 but
the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, you, or your son,
or your daughter, your manservant, or your maidservant, or your cattle, or the sojourner who is within
your gates; 11 for in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and
rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and hallowed it.
12 "Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land which the LORD your
God gives you.
13 "You shall not kill.
14 "You shall not commit adultery.
15 "You shall not steal.
16 "You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.
17 "You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or his
manservant, or his maidservant, or his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor's. . . ."
Chapter 31
12 And the LORD said to Moses, 13 "Say to the people of Israel, 'You shall keep my sabbaths, for this
is a sign between me and you throughout your generations, that you may know that I, the LORD,
sanctify you. 14 You shall keep the sabbath, because it is holy for you; everyone who profanes it shall
be put to death; whoever does any work on it, that soul shall be cut off from among his people. 15 Six
days shall work be done, but the seventh day is a sabbath of solemn rest, holy to the LORD; whoever
does any work on the sabbath day shall be put to death. 16 Therefore the people of Israel shall keep the
sabbath, observing the sabbath throughout their generations, as a perpetual covenant. 17 It is a sign for
ever between me and the people of Israel that in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, and on the
seventh day he rested, and was refreshed.'"
18 And he gave to Moses, when he had made an end of speaking with him upon Mount Sinai, the two
tables4 of the testimony, tables of stone, written with the finger of God.

2

A carved image, an idol.
A sabbath was a religious holy day.
4
Stone tablets.
3
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Chapter 32
1 When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people gathered
themselves together to Aaron,5 and said to him, "Up, make us gods, who shall go before us; as for this
Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of
him." 2 And Aaron said to them, "Take off the rings of gold which are in the ears of your wives, your
sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me." 3 So all the people took off the rings of gold which
were in their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4 And he received the gold at their hand, and fashioned
it with a graving tool, and made a molten6 calf; and they said, "These are your gods, O Israel, who
brought you up out of the land of Egypt!" 5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron
made proclamation and said, "Tomorrow shall be a feast to the LORD." 6 And they rose up early on
the morrow, and offered burnt offerings and brought peace offerings; and the people sat down to eat
and drink, and rose up to play.
7 And the LORD said to Moses, "Go down; for your people, whom you brought up out of the land of
Egypt, have corrupted themselves; 8 they have turned aside quickly out of the way which I
commanded them; they have made for themselves a molten calf, and have worshiped it and sacrificed
to it, and said, 'These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!'" 9 And the
LORD said to Moses, "I have seen this people, and behold, it is a stiff-necked people;7 10 now
therefore let me alone, that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them; but of you I
will make a great nation. . . ."
15 And Moses turned, and went down from the mountain with the two tables of the testimony in his
hands, tables that were written on both sides; on the one side and on the other were they written. 16
And the tables were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, graven upon the tables. .
. . 19 And as soon as he came near the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, Moses' anger burned
hot, and he threw the tables out of his hands and broke them at the foot of the mountain. . . .
30 On the morrow Moses said to the people, "You have sinned a great sin. And now I will go up to the
LORD; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin." 31 So Moses returned to the LORD and said,
"Alas, this people have sinned a great sin; they have made for themselves gods of gold. 32 But now, if
thou wilt forgive their sin--and if not, blot me, I pray thee, out of thy book which thou hast written." 33
But the LORD said to Moses, "Whoever has sinned against me, him will I blot out of my book. 34 But
now go, lead the people to the place of which I have spoken to you; behold, my angel shall go before
you. Nevertheless, in the day when I visit, I will visit their sin upon them."
35 And the LORD sent a plague upon the people, because they made the calf which Aaron made.

5

Aaron was the brother of Moses.
Made a calf of the melted gold.
7
stubborn
6
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7. Homer, The Iliad (c.850BC)
The Iliad was the most important story of the ancient Greeks. It was an epic poem which concerns the
final two weeks of the ten year conflict known as the Trojan War. According to legend this war
between the mainland Greek (Achaean) cities and Troy (in Greek, Ilios) began when a Trojan prince
kidnapped the wife of a Greek leader. The Greeks collected warriors from all over Greece and sailed
for Troy, a rich coastal city on the shores of northern Ionia. The two sides fought for a decade before
the Greeks finally won through the stratagem of the Trojan Horse. The story reflects the world of the
Greek Dark Ages after the fall of Mycenaean civilization. It was sung by rhapsodes for hundreds of
years before it was supposedly written down by the legendary blind poet Homer about 850BC. Homer
also is thought to have written a sequel known as the Odyssey, which tells the story of Odysseus, one
of the Greek leaders and his long trek back from the Trojan War. Both epics told the Greek people who
they were and showed them what their world was like. Central to both stories was the interactions
between humans and the gods and goddesses, who chose sides in the war and protected their favorites.
The selection below is from the start of the Iliad and involves Chryses, a Trojan priest of the
god Apollo, whose daughter was taken by Agamemnon, the commander of the Greek forces after an
earlier battle. After reading it, please try to answer these questions:
1) What does the priest Chryses request of Agamemnon? What does he offer him in exchange?
2) How do the gods get involved in this dispute?
3) How are Greeks supposed to treat the gods?
4) What does this scene tell us about how the Greeks saw the gods and their involvement in human
affairs?
[From Fordham University, The Internet Ancient History Sourcebook. Translated by Samuel Butler.
Found at http://classics.mit.edu/Homer/iliad.1.i.html]

From BOOK I
Now Chryses had come to the ships of the Achaeans1 to free his daughter, and had brought with him a
great ransom: moreover he bore in his hand the scepter of Apollo2 wreathed with a suppliant's wreath
and he besought the Achaeans, but most of all the two sons of Atreus, who were their chiefs.
"Sons of Atreus," he cried, "and all other Achaeans, may the gods who dwell in Olympus grant you to
sack the city of Priam3, and to reach your homes in safety; but free my daughter, and accept a ransom
for her, in reverence to Apollo, son of [Zeus]."
1

The word the Greeks called themselves.
Apollo was the son of the great sky god Zeus and Leto. He was a powerful and important god who oversaw the sun, light,
music, poetry and knowledge.
3
Priam was the king of Troy. It was his son Paris who kidnapped Helen, the wife of the Greek leader Menelaus, the brother
of king Agamemnon.
2
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On this the rest of the Achaeans with one voice were for respecting the priest and taking the ransom
that he offered; but not so Agamemnon, who spoke fiercely to him and sent him roughly away. "Old
man," said he, "let me not find you tarrying about our ships, nor yet coming hereafter. Your scepter of
the god and your wreath shall profit you nothing. I will not free her. She shall grow old in my house at
Argos far from her own home, busying herself with her loom and visiting my couch; so go, and do not
provoke me or it shall be the worse for you."
The old man feared him and obeyed. Not a word he spoke, but went by the shore of the sounding sea
and prayed apart to King Apollo whom lovely Leto had borne. "Hear me," he cried, "O god of the
silver bow, that protectest Chryse4 and holy Cilla and rulest Tenedos with thy might... If I have ever
decked your temple with garlands, or burned your thigh-bones5 in fat of bulls or goats, grant my
prayer, and let your arrows avenge these my tears upon the Danaans6."
Thus did he pray, and Apollo heard his prayer. He came down furious from the summits of Olympus,
with his bow and his quiver upon his shoulder, and the arrows rattled on his back with the rage that
trembled within him. He sat himself down away from the ships with a face as dark as night, and his
silver bow rang death as he shot his arrow in the midst of them. First he smote their mules and their
hounds, but presently he aimed his shafts at the people themselves, and all day long the pyres of the
dead were burning.
For nine whole days he shot his arrows among the people, but upon the tenth day Achilles7 called them
in assembly- moved thereto by [Hera]8, who saw the Achaeans in their death-throes and had
compassion upon them. Then, when they were got together, he rose and spoke among them.
"Son of Atreus9," said he, "I deem that we should now turn roving home if we would escape
destruction, for we are being cut down by war and pestilence at once. Let us ask some priest or
prophet, or some reader of dreams (for dreams, too, are of [Zeus]) who can tell us why Phoebus Apollo
is so angry, and say whether it is for some vow that we have broken, or hecatomb10 that we have not
offered, and whether he will accept the savor of lambs and goats without blemish, so as to take away
the plague from us."

4

Chryse was the Trojan city that Chryses the priest was from.
This is a reference to a burned offering. The thigh-bones of animals were wrapped in fat and burnt on altars, and these
gave off much smoke which was thought to be most pleasing to the gods.
6
Danaans was another, much older, name for the Greeks.
7
Achilles was the greatest warrior of the Greeks and a main rival of King Agamemnon.
8
Hera was the wife of Zeus and a firm supporter of the Greeks in the Trojan War.
9
Atreus was the father of both Agamemnon and Menelaus. It was common in Homer’s poetry for him to call characters as
the “Son of ______,” as a way of varying the use of names. Achilles, for example, was often called the “Son of Peleus.”
10
A hecatomb was a great public sacrifice, originally involving one hundred cattle.
5

29

With these words he sat down, and Calchas son of Thestor, wisest of augurs11, who knew things past
present and to come, rose to speak. He it was who had guided the Achaeans with their fleet to Ilius12,
through the prophesyings with which Phoebus Apollo had inspired him. With all sincerity and
goodwill he addressed them . . .
"The god," he said, "is angry neither about vow nor hecatomb, but for his priest's sake, whom
Agamemnon has dishonored, in that he would not free his daughter nor take a ransom for her; therefore
has he sent these evils upon us, and will yet send others. He will not deliver the Danaans from this
pestilence till Agamemnon has restored the girl without fee or ransom to her father, and has sent a holy
hecatomb to Chryse. Thus we may perhaps appease him."
[Agamemnon grows enraged by Calchas’s comments, and Achilles demands that the king give up the priest’s
daughter. Agamemnon agrees but only after taking a woman from Achilles’s house.]

The son of Peleus was furious, and his heart within his shaggy breast was divided whether to draw his
sword, push the others aside, and kill the son of Atreus, or to restrain himself and check his anger.
While he was thus in two minds, and was drawing his mighty sword from its scabbard, [Athena] came
down from heaven (for [Hera] had sent her in the love she bore to them both), and seized the son of
Peleus by his yellow hair, visible to him alone, for of the others no man could see her. Achilles turned
in amazement, and by the fire that flashed from her eyes at once knew that she was [Athena]. "Why are
you here," said he, "daughter of aegis-bearing [Zeus]? To see the pride of Agamemnon, son of Atreus?
Let me tell you-- and it shall surely be-- he shall pay for this insolence with his life."
And [Athena] said, "I come from heaven, if you will hear me, to bid you stay your anger. [Hera] has
sent me, who cares for both of you alike. Cease, then, this brawling, and do not draw your sword; rail
at him if you will, and your railing will not be vain, for I tell you-- and it shall surely be-- that you shall
hereafter receive gifts three times as splendid by reason of this present insult. Hold, therefore, and
obey."
"Goddess," answered Achilles, "however angry a man may be, he must do as you two command him.
This will be best, for the gods ever hear the prayers of him who has obeyed them."

11
12

An augur was a soothsayer, someone who read signs of the will of the gods. Calchas is the Greeks’s priest of Apollo.
Troy
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8. Hesiod, Work and Days (c.700 B.C.E)
For the Greeks, after Homer the greatest poet was Hesiod. Although both poets lived about the same
time (c.750-650 B.C.E.), the subject matter of their stories was quite different. Where Homer told
stories of aristocratic warriors, their battles and adventures, Hesiod wrote about the everyday life of
farmers. He also told tales about the immortal gods, but he did so in order to show people how the
world worked and to teach moral lessons. In the Works and Days Hesiod chastises his greedy brother
Perses who bribed some city officials to give Perses the lion’s share of their inheritance, the family
farm. Perses lost his share through dissolute living and is now trying to sponge off of Hesiod. The first
part of the poem is a series of tales through which Hesiod tries to show Perses how to live properly, by
working hard and honoring Zeus. A large section of the work, which comes after the section below, is
devoted to lessons on how to farm effectively. To Hesiod human beings were the playthings of the gods,
and thus men and women needed to behave fairly and justly in order to avoid their displeasure. Hesiod
shows us the way the Greeks conceptualized their world, especially how the divine interacted with the
earthly.
After reading this selection, please try to answer the following questions:
1) How does Hesiod account for evil in the world? How are the gods involved?
2) What is Zeus like? What does he expect of humans?
3) How does Zeus treat good and honest people? How about dishonest people?
4) How does Zeus know about the actions of humans?
5) What is Hesiod’s message about life?
[From the translation by Hugh G. Evelyn-White (1914). Found at http://www.sacredtexts.com/cla/hesiod/works.htm]
(ll. 42-53) For the gods keep hidden from men the means of life. Else you would easily do work
enough in a day to supply you for a full year even without working; soon would you put away your
rudder over the smoke, and the fields worked by ox and sturdy mule would run to waste. But Zeus in
the anger of his heart hid it, because Prometheus1 the crafty deceived him; therefore he planned sorrow
and mischief against men. He hid fire; but that the noble son of Iapetus2 stole again for men from Zeus
the counselor in a hollow fennel-stalk, so that Zeus who delights in thunder did not see it. But
afterwards Zeus who gathers the clouds said to him in anger:
(ll. 54-59) “Son of Iapetus, surpassing all in cunning, you are glad that you have outwitted me and
stolen fire -- a great plague to you yourself and to men that shall be. But I will give men as the price for
fire an evil thing in which they may all be glad of heart while they embrace their own destruction.”

1

Prometheus was a Titan who stole fire and gave it as a gift to humans. For this act of theft Zeus imprisoned him in Hades,
chained to a rock and had an eagle pluck out and eat his liver every day. It always grew back, thus condemning Prometheus
to everlasting torment.
2
Iapetus was Prometheus’s father. So “son of Iapetus” is another way of referring to Prometheus.
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(ll. 60-68) So said the father of men and gods, and laughed aloud. And he bade famous Hephaestus3
make haste and mix earth with water and to put in it the voice and strength of human kind, and fashion
a sweet, lovely maiden-shape, like to the immortal goddesses in face; and Athene4 to teach her
needlework and the weaving of the varied web; and golden Aphrodite5 to shed grace upon her head
and cruel longing and cares that weary the limbs. And he charged Hermes6 the guide, the Slayer of
Argus,7 to put in her a shameless mind and a deceitful nature. . . .
And he called this woman Pandora,8 because all they who dwelt on Olympus gave each a gift, a plague
to men who eat bread.
(ll. 83-89) But when he had finished the sheer, hopeless snare, the Father sent glorious Argus-Slayer,
the swift messenger of the gods, to take it to Epimetheus9 as a gift. And Epimetheus did not think on
what Prometheus had said to him, bidding him never take a gift of Olympian Zeus, but to send it back
for fear it might prove to be something harmful to men. But he took the gift, and afterwards, when the
evil thing was already his, he understood.
(ll. 90-105) For ere10 this the tribes of men lived on earth remote and free from ills and hard toil and
heavy sickness which bring the Fates upon men; for in misery men grow old quickly. But the woman
took off the great lid of the jar11 with her hands and scattered all these and her thought caused sorrow
and mischief to men. Only Hope12 remained there in an unbreakable home within under the rim of the
great jar, and did not fly out at the door; for ere that, the lid of the jar stopped her, by the will of Aegisholding Zeus who gathers the clouds. But the rest, countless plagues, wander amongst men; for earth is
full of evils and the sea is full. Of themselves diseases come upon men continually by day and by
night, bringing mischief to mortals silently; for wise Zeus took away speech from them. So is there no
way to escape the will of Zeus.
[Hesiod explains how Zeus created four earlier races of humans who rose and fell]

(ll. 169c-169d) And again far-seeing Zeus made yet another generation, the fifth, of men who are upon
the bounteous earth.

3

Hephaestus was the lame god of crafting, known for his fabulous weapons and other creations.
Athene was another name for Athena, the goddess of wisdom and knowledge.
5
Aphrodite was the goddess of sexual love.
6
Hermes was the messenger of the Olympian gods and the patron of travelers, athletes, thieves and poets.
7
Argus was a giant with many eyes who never slept. He was a guardian set by the goddess Hera to watch over the nymph
Io, who was a lover of Zeus. Zeus had Hermes slay the giant and free Io.
8
Pandora’s name means “all gifts,” a reference to the gifts each god bestowed on her.
9
Epimetheus was the brother of Prometheus.
10
Ere means “before.”
11
The jar that held all the gifts of the gods.
12
The Greeks commonly took abstract ideas, like Hope, Justice, or Strife, and personified them as minor gods. These gods
then were responsible for causing or demanding these ideas in or from humans.
4
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(ll. 170-201) Thereafter, would that I were not among the men of the fifth generation, but either had
died before or been born afterwards. For now truly is a race of iron, and men never rest from labor and
sorrow by day, and from perishing by night; and the gods shall lay sore trouble upon them. But,
notwithstanding, even these shall have some good mingled with their evils. And Zeus will destroy this
race of mortal men also when they come to have grey hair on the temples at their birth. The father will
not agree with his children, nor the children with their father, nor guest with his host, nor comrade with
comrade; nor will brother be dear to brother as aforetime. Men will dishonor their parents as they grow
quickly old, and will carp at them, chiding them with bitter words, hard-hearted they, not knowing the
fear of the gods. They will not repay their aged parents the cost their nurture, for might shall be their
right: and one man will sack another's city. There will be no favor for the man who keeps his oath or
for the just or for the good; but rather men will praise the evil-doer and his violent dealing. Strength
will be right and reverence will cease to be; and the wicked will hurt the worthy man, speaking false
words against him, and will swear an oath upon them. . .
(ll. 212-224) But you, Perses,13 listen to right and do not foster violence; for violence is bad for a poor
man. Even the prosperous cannot easily bear its burden, but is weighed down under it when he has
fallen into delusion. The better path is to go by on the other side towards justice; for Justice14 beats
Outrage when she comes at length to the end of the race. . . .
(ll. 225-237) But they who give straight15 judgments to strangers and to the men of the land, and go not
aside from what is just, their city flourishes, and the people prosper in it: Peace16, the nurse of children,
is abroad in their land, and all-seeing Zeus never decrees cruel war against them. Neither famine nor
disaster ever haunt men who do true justice; but light-heartedly they tend the fields which are all their
care. The earth bears them victual17 in plenty, and on the mountains the oak bears acorns upon the top
and bees in the midst. Their woolly sheep are laden with fleeces; their women bear children like their
parents. . . .
(ll. 238-247) But for those who practice violence and cruel deeds far-seeing Zeus, the son of Cronos,
ordains a punishment. Often even a whole city suffers for a bad man who sins and devises
presumptuous deeds, and the son of Cronos lays great trouble upon the people, famine and plague
together, so that the men perish away, and their women do not bear children, and their houses become
few, through the contriving of Olympian Zeus. And again, at another time, the son of Cronos either
destroys their wide army, or their walls, or else makes an end of their ships on the sea.
(ll. 248-264) You princes, mark well this punishment you also; for the deathless gods are near among
men and mark all those who oppress their fellows with crooked judgments, and reckon not the anger of
Hesiod’s brother, for whom this book is written.
Here Hesiod is talking about the goddess Justice who is the personification of the idea of justice.
15
Correct, fair or proper.
16
Yet another personified goddess.
17
Food.
13
14
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the gods. For upon the bounteous earth Zeus has thrice ten thousand spirits18, watchers of mortal men,
and these keep watch on judgments and deeds of wrong as they roam, clothed in mist,19 all over the
earth. And there is virgin Justice, the daughter of Zeus, who is honored and reverenced among the gods
who dwell on Olympus, and whenever anyone hurts her with lying slander, she sits beside her father,
Zeus the son of Cronos, and tells him of men's wicked heart, until the people pay for the mad folly of
their princes who, evilly minded, pervert judgment and give sentence crookedly. . . .
(ll. 267-269) The eye of Zeus, seeing all and understanding all, beholds these things too, if so he will,
and fails not to mark what sort of justice is this that the city keeps within it….

18
19

30,000 minor deities
Clothed in mist means “unseen.”
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9. Tyrtaeus, War Song (c.650 B.C.E.)
Tyrtaeus was a Spartan poet of the seventh century B.C. who wrote on the realities of warfare. Very
little of his poetry has survived the ages and what does is mainly fragmentary. But he is an important
and unique voice from the period directly after the Greek Dark Ages. Tyrtaeus exhorted the warriors
of his day to fight fiercely and bravely for their polis. Warfare was no longer the single combat
between aristocratic heroes that was portrayed in the Iliad, but rather a civic responsibility of the
middle and upper classes who fought as hoplites in the military formation known as the phalanx.
Aristocrats with their better armor and weapons may have fought in the front ranks, but humbler men
with poorer arms had their place in the middle and rear ranks.
1) What is Tyrtaeus’s advice to young men?
2) To this Spartan what makes a good soldier?
3) Why should men fight well?
[From J. M. Edmonds, ed., Elegy and Iambus, Volume I (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1931) found at the Perseus Digital Library, Tufts University]
The Reality of Battle
For 'tis a fair thing for a good man to fall and die fighting in the van1 for his native land, whereas to
leave his city and his rich fields and go a-begging is of all things the most miserable, wandering with
mother dear and aged father, with little children and wedded wife. For hateful shall such a one be
among all those to whom he shall come in bondage to Want and loathsome Penury, and doth shame his
lineage and belie his noble beauty, followed by all evil and dishonor. Now if so little thought be taken
of a wanderer, and so little honor, respect, or pity, let us fight with a will for this land, and die for our
children and never spare our lives.
Abide then, O young men, shoulder to shoulder and fight; begin not foul flight nor yet be afraid, but
make the heart in your breasts both great and stout, and never shrink when you fight the foe. And the
elder sort, whose knees are no longer nimble, fly not ye to leave them fallen to earth. For 'tis a foul
thing, in sooth, for an elder to fall in the van and lie before the younger, his head white and his beard
hoary,2 breathing forth his stout soul in the dust, with his privities3 all bloody in his hands, a sight so
foul to see and fraught with such ill to the seer, and his flesh also all naked; yet to a young man all is
seemly enough, so long as he have the noble bloom of lovely youth, aye a marvel he for men to
behold, and desirable unto women, so long as ever he be alive, and fair in like manner when he be
fallen in the vanguard. So let each man bite his lip with his teeth and abide firm-set astride upon the
ground.

1

The van was the forefront of a battle.
White, as with frost.
3
Privities could refer to either the genitals or the intestines.
2
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10. Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War (Pericles’ Funeral Oration)
Pericles (c.495-429 BCE) was an influential Athenian statesman who stayed in power for almost forty
years by supporting government policies which favored the expansion of democracy. He supported
paying citizens for their service on juries and as holders of public office. This allowed poorer
Athenians the opportunity to take part in the government of the state. He also helped transform the
Delian League from an alliance of city-states with the purpose of preventing Persia from invading
Greece again to an Athenian empire which controlled all of the Aegean Sea and much of mainland
Greece. Pericles understood that his fellow countrymen liked military victories because they showed
their superiority over other city-states. As a result, Pericles favored an aggressive foreign policy which
brought Athens into conflict with the Peloponnesian League, led by Sparta. He instigated the
Peloponnesian War in 431 BCE and led the Athenian forces for the first two years, until his untimely
death. After the first year of fighting Pericles sought to remind his fellow citizens of the uniqueness of
their city-state on the occasion of the annual commemoration of the men who had fallen in battle
defending the city during the previous year.
1) What does Pericles say is special about the government of Athens?
2) What does he especially admire about Athenian society?
3) What is special about its citizens?
4) How does Athens rate compared to other city-states in Greece?
[Ancient History Sourcebook, Fordham University at
http://www.fordham.edu/Halsall/ancient/pericles-funeralspeech.asp]

"Our constitution does not copy the laws of neighboring states; we are rather a pattern to others than
imitators ourselves. Its administration favors the many instead of the few; this is why it is called a
democracy. If we look to the laws, they afford equal justice to all in their private differences; if no
social standing, advancement in public life falls to reputation for capacity, class considerations not
being allowed to interfere with merit; nor again does poverty bar the way, if a man is able to serve the
state, he is not hindered by the obscurity of his condition. The freedom which we enjoy in our
government extends also to our ordinary life. There, far from exercising a jealous surveillance over
each other, we do not feel called upon to be angry with our neighbor for doing what he likes, or even to
indulge in those injurious looks which cannot fail to be offensive, although they inflict no positive
penalty. But all this ease in our private relations does not make us lawless as citizens. Against this fear
is our chief safeguard, teaching us to obey the magistrates and the laws, particularly such as regard the
protection of the injured, whether they are actually on the statute book, or belong to that code which,
although unwritten, yet cannot be broken without acknowledged disgrace.
"Further, we provide plenty of means for the mind to refresh itself from business. We celebrate games
and sacrifices all the year round, and the elegance of our private establishments forms a daily source of
pleasure and helps to banish the spleen; while the magnitude of our city draws the produce of the world
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into our harbor, so that to the Athenian the fruits of other countries are as familiar a luxury as those of
his own.
"If we turn to our military policy, there also we differ from our antagonists. We throw open our city to
the world, and never by alien acts exclude foreigners from any opportunity of learning or observing,
although the eyes of an enemy may occasionally profit by our liberality; trusting less in system and
policy than to the native spirit of our citizens; while in education, where our rivals from their very
cradles by a painful discipline seek after manliness, at Athens we live exactly as we please, and yet are
just as ready to encounter every legitimate danger. . . .
"Nor are these the only points in which our city is worthy of admiration. We cultivate refinement
without extravagance and knowledge without effeminacy; wealth we employ more for use than for
show, and place the real disgrace of poverty not in owning to the fact but in declining the struggle
against it. Our public men have, besides politics, their private affairs to attend to, and our ordinary
citizens, though occupied with the pursuits of industry, are still fair judges of public matters; for,
unlike any other nation, regarding him who takes no part in these duties not as unambitious but as
useless, we Athenians are able to judge at all events if we cannot originate, and, instead of looking on
discussion as a stumbling-block in the way of action, we think it an indispensable preliminary to any
wise action at all. . . .
"In short, I say that as a city we are the school of Hellas,1 while I doubt if the world can produce a man
who, where he has only himself to depend upon, is equal to so many emergencies, and graced by so
happy a versatility, as the Athenian. And that this is no mere boast thrown out for the occasion, but
plain matter of fact, the power of the state acquired by these habits proves. For Athens alone of her
contemporaries is found when tested to be greater than her reputation, and alone gives no occasion to
her assailants to blush at the antagonist by whom they have been worsted, or to her subjects to question
her title by merit to rule. Rather, the admiration of the present and succeeding ages will be ours, since
we have not left our power without witness, but have shown it by mighty proofs; and far from needing
a Homer for our panegyrist, or other of his craft whose verses might charm for the moment only for the
impression which they gave to melt at the touch of fact, we have forced every sea and land to be the
highway of our daring, and everywhere, whether for evil or for good, have left imperishable
monuments behind us. Such is the Athens for which these men, in the assertion of their resolve not to
lose her, nobly fought and died; and well may every one of their survivors be ready to suffer in her
cause. . . .”

1

Hellas is the Greek word for the land of Greece.
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11. Plato, The Republic (The Allegory of the Cave) (380 BCE)
One of the greatest accomplishments of the Greeks was their development of philosophy (from philo,
“love” and sophia, “wisdom”). During the classical age the Greeks produced many learned thinkers,
some of whom became traveling teachers known as Sophists. Sophists taught for pay, and so they had
to respond to the market conditions of the day. For example, in fifth century Athens they frequently
taught public-speaking and rhetoric, two skills which were important in a democracy where
government policy was made by an assembly of citizens who could be swayed by a well-reasoned
argument or a flowery speech. One of the most famous Sophists was Protagoras (c.490-c.420 BCE),
who used logic to question the existence of the gods, and who coined the famous phrase, “Man is the
measure of all things.” Some Sophists taught rhetorical tricks to their students so their arguments
might sound as if they were based on logic when they really were not. Over time many Sophists gained
a bad reputation for teaching their students to trick people and to question traditional authority, much
to the chagrin of civic leaders, people of importance and the fathers of their students.
Socrates (c.469-399 BCE) was an Athenian who was accused by some of being a Sophist,
although he never accepted money for his teachings. His followers were young men of the aristocracy,
and he engaged them in discussions, called dialogues, where he would ask questions on subjects such
as justice, good and evil, or the best form of government. Then through application of logic and reason
he would show the weaknesses in their arguments. This use of questions to get to truth became known
as the Socratic method. Socrates said that he had developed this method after the Delphic Oracle
claimed he was the smartest man in the world. He did not believe it to be true, and so Socrates went
around Athens asking questions of the leaders of society, considered by many to be the most intelligent
men, but often demonstrating both their ignorance and pettiness. This type of questioning made him a
lot of enemies. In 399 he was put on trial for “teaching false gods” and “corrupting the youth of
Athens.” At his trial he claimed to be a “gadfly” whose duty was to sting the people of Athens so they
would think harder about why they acted as they did. He was found guilty and sentenced to death much
to the shame of the city. Socrates himself wrote nothing. We know of his methods and his teachings
through his pupil Plato, who wrote dialogues purporting to be of Socrates in action.
In the following dialogue, entitled The Republic, we can see Socrates’s method of questioning.
Socrates has gathered with his students, including Glaucon, to discuss the concepts of “justice” and
what would be the best form of “just” or “good” government. They determine that a city ruled by
philosopher-kings, who spend most of their life in study, would be best. These philosopher-kings see
the true world, and not the world which ordinary people see. Socrates uses the Allegory of the Cave as
a way of showing why philosophers are special and thus should rule.
1) How does Socrates describe the cave?
2) What are the shadows that most people see?
3) What happens when someone leaves the cave?
4) What is Socrates really talking about in this story? Is it really just about leaving a cave?
5) Why is this story of the cave important?
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[From Plato, trans. Benjamin Jowett, The Republic. Found in The Internet Classics Archive at
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/republic.8.vii.html].
[Socrates converses with Glaucon.]
Socrates: And now, I said, let me show in a figure how far our nature is enlightened or unenlightened:
--Behold! human beings living in a underground den [cave], which has a mouth open towards the light
and reaching all along the den; here they have been from their childhood, and have their legs and necks
chained so that they cannot move, and can only see before them, being prevented by the chains from
turning round their heads. Above and behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire
and the prisoners there is a raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall built along the way,
like the screen which marionette players have in front of them, over which they show the puppets.

Glaucon: I see.
S: And do you see, I said, men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels, and statues and
figures of animals made of wood and stone and various materials, which appear over the wall? Some
of them are talking, others silent.
G: You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange prisoners.
S: Like ourselves, I replied; and they see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one another,
which the fire throws on the opposite wall of the cave?
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G: True, he said; how could they see anything but the shadows if they were never allowed to move
their heads?
S: And of the objects which are being carried in like manner they would only see the shadows?
G: Yes, he said.
S: And if they were able to converse with one another, would they not suppose that they were naming
what was actually before them?
G: Very true.
S: And suppose further that the prison had an echo which came from the other side, would they not be
sure to fancy when one of the passers-by spoke that the voice which they heard came from the passing
shadow?
G: No question, he replied.
S: To them, I said, the truth would be literally nothing but the shadows of the images.
G: That is certain.
S: And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are released and disabused
of their error. At first, when any of them is liberated and compelled suddenly to stand up and turn his
neck round and walk and look towards the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will distress him,
and he will be unable to see the realities of which in his former state he had seen the shadows; and then
conceive some one saying to him, that what he saw before was an illusion, but that now, when he is
approaching nearer to being and his eye is turned towards more real existence, he has a clearer vision, -what will be his reply? And you may further imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects as
they pass and requiring him to name them, --will he not be perplexed? Will he not fancy that the
shadows which he formerly saw are truer than the objects which are now shown to him?
G: Far truer.
S: And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not have a pain in his eyes which will
make him turn away and take in the objects of vision which he can see, and which he will conceive to
be in reality clearer than the things which are now being shown to him?
G: True . . .
S: And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged up a steep and rugged ascent, and held fast
until he 's forced into the presence of the sun himself, is he not likely to be pained and irritated? When
he approaches the light his eyes will be dazzled, and he will not be able to see anything at all of what
are now called realities.
G: Not all in a moment, he said.
S: He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper world. And first he will see the
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shadows best, next the reflections of men and other objects in the water, and then the objects
themselves; then he will gaze upon the light of the moon and the stars and the spangled heaven; and he
will see the sky and the stars by night better than the sun or the light of the sun by day?
G: Certainly.
S: Last of all he will be able to see the sun, and not mere reflections of him in the water, but he will see
him in his own proper place, and not in another; and he will contemplate him as he is.
G: Certainly.
S: He will then proceed to argue that this is he who gives the season and the years, and is the guardian
of all that is in the visible world, and in a certain way the cause of all things which he and his fellows
have been accustomed to behold?
G: Clearly, he said, he would first see the sun and then reason about him.
S: And when he remembered his old habitation, and the wisdom of the den and his fellow-prisoners, do
you not suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change, and pity them?
G: Certainly, he would.
S: And if they were in the habit of conferring honors among themselves on those who were quickest to
observe the passing shadows and to remark which of them went before, and which followed after, and
which were together; and who were therefore best able to draw conclusions as to the future, do you
think that he would care for such honors and glories, or envy the possessors of them? Would he not say
with Homer, “Better to be the poor servant of a poor master, and to endure anything, rather than think
as they do and live after their manner?”
G: Yes, he said, I think that he would rather suffer anything than entertain these false notions and live
in this miserable manner.
S: Imagine once more, I said, such a one coming suddenly out of the sun to be replaced in his old
situation; would he not be certain to have his eyes full of darkness?
G: To be sure, he said.
S: And if there were a contest, and he had to compete in measuring the shadows with the prisoners who
had never moved out of the den, while his sight was still weak, and before his eyes had become steady
(and the time which would be needed to acquire this new habit of sight might be very considerable)
would he not be ridiculous? Men would say of him that up he went and down he came without his
eyes; and that it was better not even to think of ascending; and if any one tried to loose another and
lead him up to the light, let them only catch the offender, and they would put him to death.
G: No question, he said.
S: This entire allegory, I said, you may now append, dear Glaucon, to the previous argument; the
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prison-house is the world of sight, the light of the fire is the sun, and you will not misapprehend me if
you interpret the journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into the intellectual world according to
my poor belief, which, at your desire, I have expressed whether rightly or wrongly God knows. But,
whether true or false, my opinion is that in the world of knowledge the idea of good appears last of all,
and is seen only with an effort; and, when seen, is also inferred to be the universal author of all things
beautiful and right, parent of light and of the lord of light in this visible world, and the immediate
source of reason and truth in the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which he who would act
rationally, either in public or private life must have his eye fixed.
G: I agree, he said, as far as I am able to understand you.
S: Moreover, I said, you must not wonder that those who attain to this beatific vision are unwilling to
descend to human affairs; for their souls are ever hastening into the upper world where they desire to
dwell; which desire of theirs is very natural, if our allegory may be trusted.
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12. Theocritus, Life in Alexandria (Idyll 15) (c.250 BCE)
Alexander the Great did not only conquer an empire of tremendous diversity and scope; he also spread
Greek culture, learning and language over an immense area. After his death Alexander’s empire broke
into great kingdoms, one in Greece, one in Asia Minor, one comprised of the Asian part of the old
Persian Empire, and one in Egypt. Unlike the classical age of Greece when the polis was the center of
a Greek’s existence, the Hellenistic age was dominated by the megalopolis (literally, the “really big
city”). The old polis had been small, housing between 5,000 and 75,000 citizens. The megalopolis,
which was a center of trade, commerce, culture and political power for a region, might have a
population as high as 500,000. Life in the megalopolis was much more impersonal than in the old
Greek polis. Instead of citizens primarily worshipping the city’s patron god or goddess, the Hellenistic
kings allowed worship of the gods of many lands. Where it had once been the duty of all male citizens
to defend the polis, the kings hired professional soldiers to do the job. Citizens were simply required to
pay their taxes and keep the peace.
Theocritus (fl. 3rd cent. BCE) was a poet who epitomized the Hellenistic world. He was a Greek
born in Sicily but because of his erudition traveled widely throughout the eastern Mediterranean,
probably living for a time in the largest and most opulent Greek megalopolis, Alexandria in Egypt. He
specialized in writing idylls, simple poems about country life, but he has also left works which give us
a taste of life in the thriving gigantic cities of the East. In the following poem fragment Gorgo and
Praxinoi [pronounced Prax–IN–oh–ee] are Greek ladies living in Alexandria.
1) What seems to be important to them?
2) What do they encounter when they go out into the streets of Alexandria?
3) Does being a Greek in Egypt seem to cause them any problems?
4) In what ways is life in a megalopolis different from life in the old polis?
[From Mitchell Carroll, Greek Women, (Philadelphia: Rittenhouse Press, 1908), 369-375. Found at
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/ancient/250theocritus15.asp]

[Gorgo, a lady of Alexandria, goes by appointment to the house of her friend Praxinoi, where the dialogue begins]:
[They go into the street.]

Ye gods, what a crowd! How on earth are we ever to get through this coil? They are like ants that no
one can measure or number. Many a good deed have you done, Ptolemy;1 since your father joined the
Immortals, there's never a malefactor to spoil the passer-by, creeping on him in Egyptian fashion---oh!
the tricks those perfect rascals used to play. Birds of a feather, ill jesters, scoundrels all! Dear Gorgo,
what will become of us? Here come the king's war horses! My dear man, don't trample on me. Look,
the bay's rearing; see, what temper! Eunoi, you foolhardy girl, will you never keep out of the way? The

After Alexander’s death his general Ptolemy came to be the ruler of Egypt. The Ptolemaic dynasty ruled Egypt for the
next 300 years.
1
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beast will kill the man that's leading him. What a good thing it is for me that my brat stays safe at
home!
GORGO.---Courage, Praxinoi. We are safe behind them now, and they have gone to their station.
PRAXINOI.---There! I begin to be myself again. Ever since I was a child, I have feared nothing so
much as horses and the chilly snake. Come along, the huge mob is overflowing us.
GORGO [to an old woman].---Are you from the Court, mother ?
OLD WOMAN.---I am, my child.
PRAXINOI.---Is it easy to get there?
OLD WOMAN.-The Achaians2 got into Troy by trying, my prettiest of ladies. Trying will do
everything in the long run.
GORGO.---The old wife has spoken her oracles, and off she goes.
PRAXINOI.---Women know everything; yes, and how Zeus married Hera!
GORGO.---See, Praxinoi, what a crowd there is about the doors!
PRAXINOI.---Monstrous, Gorgo! Give me your hand; and you, Eunoi, catch hold of Eutychis; never
lose hold of her, for fear lest you get lost. Let us all go in together; Eunoi, clutch tight to me. Oh, how
tiresome, Gorgo, my muslin veil is torn in two already! For heaven's sake, sir, if you ever wish to be
fortunate, take care of my shawl!
STRANGER.---I can hardly help myself, but, for all that, I will be as careful as I can.
PRAXINOI.---How close-packed the mob is, they hustle like a herd of swine!
STRANGER.---Courage, lady; all is well with us now.
PRAXINOI.---Both this year and forever may all be well with you, my dear sir, for your care of us. A
good, kind man! We're letting Eunoi get squeezed---come, wretched girl, push your way through. That
is the way. We are all on the right side of the door, quoth the bridegroom, when he had shut himself in
with his bride.

2

Achaian was an old name for mainland Greeks.
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GORGO.---Do come here, Praxinoi. Look first at these embroideries. How light and how lovely! You
will call them the garments of the gods.
PRAXINOI.---Lady Athena! what spinning women wrought them, what painters designed those
drawings, so true they are? How naturally they stand and move, like living creatures, not patterns
woven! What a clever thing is man! Ah, and himself --- Adonis3 --- how beautiful to behold he lies on
his silver couch, with the first down on his cheeks, the thrice-beloved Adonis---Adonis beloved even
among the dead!
A STRANGER.---You weariful women, do cease your endless cooing talk! They bore one to death
with their eternal broad vowels!
GORGO.---Indeed! And where may this person come from? What is it to you if we are chatterboxes!
Give orders to your own servants, sir. Do you pretend to command ladies of Syracuse?4 If you must
know, we are Corinthians by descent, like Bellerophon himself, and we speak Peloponnesian. Dorian
women may lawfully speak Doric, I presume?
PRAXINOI.---Lady Persephone!---never may we have more than one master! I am not afraid of your
putting me on short commons.
GORGO.---Hush, hush, Praxinoi! the Argive woman's daughter, the great singer, is beginning the
Adonis;5 she that won the prize last year for dirge singing. I am sure she will give us something lovely;
see, she is preluding with her airs and graces.
[The Greek woman sings the psalm of Adonis as a prayer to Aphrodite.]

GORGO.---Praxinoi, the woman is cleverer than we fancied! Happy woman to know so much, thrice
happy to have so sweet a voice! Well, all the same, it is time to be making for home. Diocleides has
not had his dinner, and the man is all vinegar---don't venture near him when he is kept waiting for
dinner.---Farewell, beloved Adonis, may you find us glad at your next coming!

3

In Greek mythology Adonis was the god of beauty and desire, a favorite of Aphrodite, the goddess of love. His worship,
mainly by women, was part of a mystery religion in the Hellenistic age.
4
Syracuse was a large city on the island of Sicily. By mentioning it, Gorgo is telling the man that she is a natural born
Greek.
5
Here the term “Adonis” refers to a particular hymn sung in a ceremony of worship of Aphrodite.
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13. Livy, The Rape of Lucretia
Titus Livius (59BC-19AD), more commonly known as Livy, was a Roman historian who lived through
the civil wars which ended the Roman Republic and into the reign of the first two Julio-Claudian
emperors, Augustus and Tiberius. Livy gained tremendous fame from his 142 chapter History of
Rome, which took him over forty years to write. Because no documentary evidence from the first
centuries of the Rome’s existence survived Livy reconstructed the city’s earliest history from folk
stories and legends. In these tales he emphasized that the Roman people grew to become a great power
in, first, Italy, and then, the Mediterranean, because of their superior values, which included honor,
bravery, self-sacrifice, and, especially, duty to the state. Livy’s message dovetailed nicely with the
political, religious and moral reforms which Augustus was introducing in order to end some of the
worst problems left over from the civil wars. As a result Livy found his History of Rome greatly
praised. He is seen as the foremost historian of the Augustan Age.
The following story comes from 509 BC, when the Romans were still ruled by the Etruscans, a
people immediately to the north of Rome. The Etruscan king was Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, of the
Tarquin royal family. After the rape of the noblewoman Lucretia, the Romans overthrew Etruscan rule,
evicted the king and his family, and established a new form of government, known as a res publica,
literally “the public realm.” The hallmark of this new government was an executive authority made up
of two consuls, each with the power to veto any action of his colleague. In this way Livy showed the
origins of the Roman hatred of kingship and explained the establishment of the Roman Republic.
After reading the following selection please try to answer these questions:
1) Why is Lucretia considered to be the model of womanhood that all Roman women should
emulate?
2) What qualities do the Romans admire in her?
3) Why does Lucretia kill herself? What impact does her death have on Rome?
[From The Ancient History Sourcebook, ed. Paul Halsall (http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/ancient/livyrape.asp), Fordham University.]
LVII. One day when the young men were drinking at the house of Sextus Tarquinius,1 after a supper
where they had dined with the son of Egerius, Tarquinius Conlatinus, they fell to talking about their
wives, and each man fell to praising his wife to excess. Finally Tarquinius Conlatinus declared that
there was no need to argue; they might all be sure that no one was more worthy than his Lucretia.
"Young and vigorous as we are, why don't we go get out horses and go and see for ourselves what our
wives are doing? And we will base our judgment on whatever we see them doing when their husbands
arrive unannounced." Encouraged by the wine, "Yes, let's go!" they all cried, and they went on
horseback to the city. Darkness was beginning to fall when they arrived and they went to the house of
Conlatinus. There, they found Lucretia behaving quite differently from the daughters-in-law of the
King, whom they had found with their friends before a grand feast, preparing to have a night of fun.
1

The son of King Lucius Tarquinius Superbus.
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Lucretia, even though it was night, was still working on her spinning, with her servants, in the middle
of her house. They were all impressed by Lucretia's chaste honor. When her husband and the Tarquins
arrived, she received them, and her husband, the winner, was obliged to invite the king's sons in. It was
then that Sextus Tarquinius was seized by the desire to violate Lucretia's chastity, seduced both by her
beauty and by her exemplary virtue. Finally, after a night of youthful games, they returned to the camp.
LVIII. Several days passed. Sextus Tarquinius returned to the house of Conlatinus, with one of his
companions. He was well received and given the hospitality of the house, and maddened with love, he
waited until he was sure everyone else was asleep. Then he took up his sword and went to Lucretia's
bedroom, and placing his sword against her left breast, he said, "Quiet, Lucretia; I am Sextus
Tarquinius, and I have a sword in my hand. If you speak, you will die." Awakening from sleep, the
poor woman realized that she was without help and very close to death. Sextus Tarquinius declared his
love for her, begging and threatening her alternately, and attacked her soul in every way. Finally,
before her steadfastness, which was not affected by the fear of death even after his intimidation, he
added another menace. "When I have killed you, I will put next to you the body of a nude servant, and
everyone will say that you were killed during a dishonorable act of adultery." With this menace, Sextus
Tarquinius triumphed over her virtue, and when he had raped her he left, having taken away her honor.
Lucretia, overcome with sorrow and shame, sent messengers both to her husband at Ardea and her
father at Rome, asking them each to come "at once, with a good friend, because a very terrible thing
had happened." Spurius Lucretius, her father, came with Publius Valerius, the son of Volesus, and
Conlatinus came with Lucius Junius Brutus; they had just returned to Rome when they met Lucretia's
messenger. They found Lucretia in her chamber, overpowered by grief. When she saw them she began
to cry. "How are you?" her husband asked. "Very bad," she replied, "how can nothing go well for a
woman who has lost her honor? There are the marks of another man in your bed, Conlatinus. My body
is greatly soiled, though my heart is still pure, as my death will prove. But give me your right hand in
faith that you will not allow the guilty to escape. It was Sextus Tarquinius who returned our hospitality
with enmity last night. With his sword in his hand, he came to take his pleasure for my unhappiness,
but it will also be his sorrow if you are real men." They promised her that they would pursue him, and
they tried to appease her sorrow, saying that it was the soul that did wrong, and not the body, and
because she had had no bad intention, she did no wrong. "It is your responsibility to see that he gets
what he deserves," she said, "I will absolve myself of blame, and I will not free myself from
punishment. No woman shall use Lucretia as her example in dishonor." Then she took up a knife
which she had hidden beneath her robe, and plunged it into her heart, collapsing from her wound; she
died there amid the cries of her husband and father.
LIX. Brutus, leaving them in their grief, took the knife from Lucretia's wound, and holding it all
covered with blood up in the air, cried, "By this blood, which was so pure before the crime of the
prince, I swear before you, O gods, to chase the King Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, with his criminal
wife and all their offspring, by fire, iron, and all the methods I have at my disposal, and never to
tolerate Kings in Rome evermore, whether of that family of any other."
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14. Excerpts from the Twelve Tables (c.450B.C.)

One of the greatest legacies of Rome was its establishment of a system of law which all Roman citizens
and conquered peoples were expected to follow. Their first law code was called the Twelve Tables and
was written on twelve stone tablets which were displayed publicly in the forum in the middle of the city
for all to see. It was created during a long conflict known as the Struggle of the Orders [classes].
Rome had two main classes of citizen: patricians and plebeians. Patricians were the wealthiest and
most powerful families in early Roman society. They controlled politics, law, religion and the military.
Anyone who was not a patrician was a plebeian – the farmers, craftspeople and laborers. Plebeians
made up the bulk of the Roman army but were led by patrician officers. Plebeians protested their lack
of power by refusing to fight for Rome until the patricians allowed them to run for civic offices and
published the laws of Rome. The patricians grudgingly gave in but only slowly. Written law became a
powerful instrument of governance and control which helped hold Rome’s empire together.
Please read the following excerpts from the Twelve Tables and try to answer these questions:
1) What evidence do you see of a class-based society in these laws? What classes of people are
mentioned?
2) Are all people treated the same in these laws?
3) What kinds of protections do all people get regardless of class?
4) What principles do you see these laws upholding?
[From The Twelve Tables of Roman Law found at
https://www.historywiz.com/primarysources/twelvetables.html]

TABLE I.
1. If anyone summons a man before the magistrate,2 he must go. If the man summoned does not go, let
the one summoning him call the bystanders to witness and then take him by force.
2. If he shirks or runs away, let the summoner lay hands on him.
4. Let the protector of a landholder [patrician] be a landholder; for one of the proletariat [plebeians], let
anyone that cares, be protector.
TABLE IV.

2

Magistrates were the civic officials of Rome, elected on an annual basis by all Roman citizens.
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1. A dreadfully deformed child shall be quickly killed.3
2. If a father sell his son three times, the son shall be free from his father.
3. As a man has provided in his will in regard to his money and the care of his property, so let it be
binding. If he has no heir and dies intestate,4 let the nearest agnate have the inheritance. If there is no
agnate, let the members of his gens have the inheritance.

TABLE VIII.
2. If one has maimed a limb and does not compromise with the injured person, let there be retaliation.
If one has broken a bone of a freeman with his hand or with a cudgel, let him pay a penalty of three
hundred coins. If he has broken the bone of a slave, let him have one hundred and fifty coins. If one is
guilty of insult, the penalty shall be twenty-five coins.
3. If one is slain while committing theft by night, he is rightly slain.
4. If a patron shall have devised any deceit against his client,5 let him be accursed.
10. Any person who destroys by burning any building or heap of corn deposited alongside a house
shall be bound, scourged, and put to death by burning at the stake provided that he has committed the
said misdeed with malice aforethought; but if he shall have committed it by accident, that is, by
negligence, it is ordained that he repair the damage or, if he be too poor to be competent for such
punishment, he shall receive a lighter punishment.
12. If the theft has been done by night, if the owner kills the thief, the thief shall be held to be lawfully
killed.

TABLE IX.
4. The penalty shall be capital6 for a judge or arbiter legally appointed who has been found guilty of
receiving a bribe for giving a decision.

The paterfamilias (“father of the family”) had the duty to check out all babies born in his household and make ths
decision.
4
Without a formal heir.
5
Roman society was held together by a system called patronage. Weaker people, called clients, looked for stronger people,
called patrons, to look after their social, political, legal and economic interests. Patrons gained prestige from the number
and quality of the clients they had. The clients gained some protection from the patrons they served.
6
Punishable by death.
3
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5. Treason: he who shall have roused up a public enemy or handed over a citizen to a public enemy
must suffer capital punishment.
6. Putting to death of any man, whosoever he might be unconvicted is forbidden.

TABLE XI.
1. Marriages should not take place between plebeians and patricians.
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14. Livy, The Use of Citizenship
The Etruscans were able to conquer a sizeable empire in Italy, but as it spread they had to leave more
and more troops behind to garrison the cities they had taken. Thus, as the empire grew their army
became weaker. Finally the conquered peoples, including the Romans and other Latin tribes,
overthrew their captors and gained their freedom. When the Romans began to grow in power and
expand into new territories around Italy, they tried a new way of treating conquered foes. Instead of
subjugating them completely, which was the model for much of the ancient world, the Romans used a
“carrot-and-stick approach. As a carrot, they offered various levels of Roman citizenship. They gave
many of the aristocrats of the conquered city full citizenship rights, which were the same rights that
any citizen of Rome received. These included protection by the Roman army, access to Roman law, the
right to vote in elections and to run for political office. To commoners they often offered partial
citizenship which offered just protection and the access to law. And also, as more territory was won,
Rome set aside new lands for colonies for both their own people and for their allies. Thus the allies
prospered and grew alongside Rome. On the other hand, as a stick, the Romans severely punished
those cities which rebelled against their rule, sometimes making an example of the disloyal by selling
off their population into slavery and seizing the city for themselves. As a result most allies stayed loyal
and, over time, came to identify themselves as Roman. In this way Rome was able to put together the
largest empire ever seen in the West.
The following selection describes the period after Rome began expanding in central Italy. They
had already conquered the region of Latium, which consisted of tribes who all spoke the same Latin
language and followed the same customs and had begun sharing citizenship rights. However, some of
the Latin tribes revolted and a conflict ensued, known as the Latin Wars. Rome quickly put it down and
went on to hand out both rewards and punishments.
After reading the selection below, try to answer these questions:
1) How did Rome reward those tribes which had remained loyal?
2) How were the disloyal tribes punished?
3) What does this show us about how Rome was able to ultimately create such an immense empire?
[From Livy, History of Rome, vol. 2, trans. Rev. Canon Roberts (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, Ltd.,
1905), Book 8:11, 14, found at http://mcadams.posc.mu.edu/txt/ah/livy/Livy08.html]

. . . [The] Latins were so utterly worsted that when the consul with his victorious army was preparing
to ravage their territory, they made a complete surrender and the Campanians followed their example.
Latium and Capua were deprived of their territory. The Latin territory . . . which had belonged to the
Campanians as far as the Volturnus [River], was distributed amongst the Roman plebs. They received
two jugera1 a head in the Latin territory . . . The Laurentes, amongst the Latins and the aristocracy of
the Campanians, were not thus penalized because they had not revolted. An order was made for the
1

A jugerum (pl. jugera) was a unit of land measurement equal to about 2/3 of an acre.
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treaty with the Laurentes to be renewed, and it has since been renewed annually on the tenth day after
the Latin Festival. The Roman franchise2 was conferred on the aristocracy of Campania . . . .
Lanuvium received the full citizenship and the restitution of her sacred things. . . Aricium, Nomentum,
and Pedum obtained the same political rights as Lanuvium. Tusculum retained the citizenship which it
had had before, and the responsibility for the part it took in the war was removed from the State as a
whole and fastened on a few individuals. The Veliternians, who had been Roman citizens from old
times, were in consequence of their numerous revolts severely dealt with; their walls were thrown
down, their senate deported and ordered to live on the other side of the Tiber; if any of them were
caught on this side of the river, he was to be fined 1000 ases,3 and the man who caught him was not to
release him from confinement till the money was paid. Colonists were sent on to the land they had
possessed, and their numbers made Velitrae look as populous as formerly. Antium also was assigned to
a fresh body of colonists, but the Antiates were permitted to enroll themselves as colonists if they
chose; their warships were taken away, and they were forbidden to possess any more; they were
admitted to citizenship.4 Tibur and Praeneste had their domains confiscated, not owing to the part
which they, in common with the rest of Latium, had taken in the war, but because, jealous of the
Roman power, they had joined arms with the barbarous nation of the Gauls.5 The rest of the Latin
cities were deprived of the rights of intermarriage, free trade, and common councils with each other.
Capua, as a reward for the refusal of its aristocracy to join the Latins, were allowed to enjoy the private
rights of Roman citizens, as were also Fundi and Formiae, because they had always allowed a free
passage through their territory. It was decided that Cumae and Suessula should enjoy the same rights
as Capua.

2

The Roman franchise meant full Roman citizenship.
An as was a bronze coin of modest value.
4
This refers to partial Roman citizenship.
5
The Gauls were a wild, unruly people who had come south over the Alps to invade and conquer northern Italy.
3
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15. Appian, Roman History – Origin of the Civil Wars
Very little is known of Appian of Alexandria (A.D. 95-165) other than he came from a wealthy Greek
family living in the capitol of the Roman province of Egypt. His Roman History is extremely important
for historians because it is one of the few extant sources that covers the 100 years of civil war which
ultimately brought down the Roman Republic. As Rome expanded through the conquest of, first, the
tribes of Italy, and, later, other Mediterranean peoples, such as the Carthaginians and Greeks, it
amassed a very large and complex empire. The Roman system of government was largely in the hands
of powerful wealthy families, from which the most influential magistrates, the consuls and senators,
were chosen. But the Republic also had the acceptance of common farmers, artisans and laborers who
made up the bulk of Rome’s army, because early on as Rome grew the state had set aside some
conquered territory especially for poor, landless Romans. Wealthy families fought and sacrificed
alongside their poorer neighbors, all for the good of the state. However, as the empire grew in
territory, so did the greed of the senatorial classes. After the war with Carthage, less and less
conquered territory, known as “public land,” was reserved for poor Romans or for Roman allies.
Senators began to acquire public land for themselves and create immense country estates, called
latifundia (literally, the “broad acres”). The rich in Rome got richer. And many of the common people
began to lose faith in the rule of the Senate. Increasingly they came to look towards great generals and
popular politicians to help alleviate their problems and not to senators. This brought about a century
of bloody warfare between various factions inside the Roman state.
In the following selection Appian explains the origins of the civil wars.
1) What does he see as the problem with the land which the Romans won by conquest?
2) How do the wealthy elites treat this land?
3) What is the impact of slave labor on this situation?
[From Appian, Civil Wars, I, in Oliver J. Thatcher, ed., The Library of Original Sources (Milwaukee:
University Research Extension Co., 1907), Vol. III: The Roman World, pp. 77-78. Found at
http://www.fordham.edu/Halsall/ancient/appian-civwars1.asp]

[For 134-133 B.C.]: As the Romans conquered the Italian tribes, one after another, in war, they seized
part of the lands and founded towns there, or placed colonies of their own in those already established,
and used them as garrisons. They allotted the cultivated part of the land obtained through war [public
land], to settlers, or rented or sold it. Since they had not time to assign the part which had been laid
waste by the war, and this was usually the greater portion, they issued a proclamation that for the time
being any who cared to work it could do so for a share of the annual produce, a tenth part of the grain
and a fifth of the fruit. A part of the animals, both of the oxen and sheep was exacted from those
keeping herds. They did this to increase the Italian peoples, considered the hardest working of races, in
order to have plenty of supporters at home.
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But the very opposite result followed; for the wealthy, getting hold of most of the unassigned lands,
and being encouraged through the length of time elapsed to think that they would never be ousted, and
adding, part by purchase and part by violence, the little farms of their poor neighbors to their
possessions, came to work great districts [called latifundia] instead of one estate, using to this end
slaves as laborers and herders, because free laborers might be drafted from agriculture into the army.
The mere possession of slaves brought them great profit through the number of their children, which
increased because they were absolved from service in the wars. Thus the powerful citizens became
immensely wealthy and the slave class all over the country multiplied, while the Italian race decreased
in numbers and vigor, held down as they were by poverty, taxes, and military service. If they had any
rest from these burdens, they wasted their time in idleness, because the land was in the hands of the
wealthy, who used slaves instead of free laborers.
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17. Cicero, Against Verres (70 B.C.E)
The Roman people were able to defeat the Carthaginians in the Punic Wars because of their willingness
to sacrifice their lives and personal wealth for the state. Ironically, the expansion of Rome’s empire as
a result of these wars led to severe social and political problems. As more provinces were brought into
the empire, the Roman state gained great riches through tribute, taxes and the addition of great stretches
of public land (land in the provinces which became the express property of Rome itself). In the days of
the Early Republic this public land had often been given to landless Romans or to valued allies, which
had bound these people closer to the Roman state through gratitude. Now the government frequently
leased large tracts of this public land to influential citizens at extremely low rents. Senators and other
important people usually had the easiest access to such land deals, and it helped them amass tremendous
wealth. They established great estates in the provinces, called latifundia (literally, “the broad acres”)
on which they grew specialty cash crops, such as grapes (for wine), hops (for beer), olive trees (for oil)
and cattle (for meat). Worst of all, these men came to consider this leased land to be their own. Soon
senatorial families were all vying for a chance to lease public land and grow rich. Sumptuous apparel,
opulent homes, and conspicuous consumption became the order of the day. Many saw the old Roman
values of thrift, self-sufficiency and sacrifice being replaced by naked greed in the ruling classes.
Another way to get rich was to become a governor of a province, a privilege reserved for exconsuls and ex-praetors. Provincial governors ruled their province like little kings for a three year term
of office. Many filled their own coffers with illegal gain. Every governor, when he returned to Rome,
was compelled to stand trial for corruption. The jury he faced was made up of fellow senators, most of
whom would very much like to have the same opportunities to improve their financial position. To make
things worse, these Roman senators proved themselves all too susceptible to bribery from the returning
governors. It should come as no surprise that convictions were few.
In 70 B.C., a particularly unscrupulous provincial governor, Gaius Verres, returned from a
three-year binge in Sicily convinced he could buy an acquittal from any court. For political and personal
reasons, powerful senators rallied around Verres, but he did not reckon on the persistence of a rising
trial attorney, Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 B.C.). Verres tried elaborate maneuvers to stack the jury,
to rig the court calendar, and even to have Cicero replaced by a friendlier prosecutor. But Cicero
persisted, and on a fact-finding trip to Sicily discovered that Verres had arranged for forged records to
be submitted to the court. Roman lawyers customarily used the opening days of a trial to show off their
rhetorical skills, and his own counsel. Cicero abandoned his opening speech and began immediately to
produce witnesses for interrogation, catching Verres off guard and completely unprepared. Seeing the
handwriting on the wall, Verres went into voluntary exile on one of his latifundia after the first day.
Later, Cicero wrote up the full body of evidence and published it all in a series of six orations, just as if
the trial had continued (only the first of these was ever delivered). The result is a detailed picture of the
extent to which provinces during the Republic were at the mercy of a corrupt governor.
1) How was Publius Gavius punished by Verres?
2) Why would Romans have found this treatment especially reprehensible?
3) What does this account tell us about the value Romans placed on full Roman citizenship?
4) What does it show us about the power of a provincial governor?
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[From C.D. Yonge, trans., The Orations of Marcus Tullius Cicero I (London, 1893), 132-7, 501-7, 50911, 532-39 (with slight modifications).]
. . . And what do you suppose will be my thoughts, if I find in this very trial any violation of the
laws committed in any similar manner? especially when I can prove by many witnesses that Gaius Verres
often said in Sicily, in the hearing of many persons, that he had a powerful friend, in confidence in whom
he has plundering the province; and that he was not seeking money for himself alone, but that he had so
distributed the three years of his Sicilian praetorship,1 that he should say he did exceedingly well if he
appropriated the gains of one year to the augmentation of his own property, those of the second year to
his patrons and defenders, and reserved the whole of the third year, the most productive and gainful of
all, for [bribing] the judges….2
Citizen of Cosa
How shall I speak of Publius Gavius, a citizen of the municipality of Cosa, O judges? or with
what vigor of language, with what gravity of expression, with what grief of mind shall I mention him?
But, indeed, that indignation fails me. I must take more care than usual that what I am going to say be
worthy of my subject, -- worthy of the indignation which I feel. . . .
This Gavius of whom I speak, a citizen of Cosa, when he (among the vast number of Roman
citizens who had been treated in the same way) had been thrown by Verres into prison, and somehow or
other had escaped secretly out of the stone quarries, and had come to Messana, being now almost within
sight of Italy. . . and being revived, after that fear of death and that darkness, by the light, as it were, of
liberty and of the fragrance of the laws, began to talk at Messana, and to complain that he, a Roman
citizen,3 had been thrown into prison. He said that he was now going straight to Rome, and that he would
meet Verres on his arrival there.
The miserable man was not aware that it made no difference whether he said this at Messana or
before the man’s face in his own praetorian palace. For, as I have shown you before, Verres had selected
this city as the assistant in his crimes, the receiver of his thefts, the partner in all his wickedness.
Accordingly, Gavius is at once brought before the . . . magistrates; and, as it happened, Verres came on
that very day to Messana. The matter is brought before him. He is told that the man was a Roman citizen,
1

A praetor was an influential Roman official, just under a consul in the rankings of power. Ex-consuls and praetors were
the only officials who had the authority to rule over a province.
2
All provincial governors were put on trial when they returned from their term of office in a province. They had to prove
that they were not guilty of financial maladministration and miscarriages of justice.
3
Full Roman citizenship carried with it many rights. One was the right to be tried in the city of Rome if one was accused of
any crime. Also, no Roman was to be imprisoned unless found guilty of a crime by a court in the city of Rome. Likewise,
no Roman was ever to undergo torture. A suspect in a crime had only to make a statement to a magistrate that he was a
Roman citizen and it would end all legal proceedings until the suspect was sent back to Rome. To claim citizenship falsely
was punishable by enslavement or death.
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who was complaining that at Syracuse he had been confined in the stone quarries, and who, when he
was actually embarking on board ship, and uttering violent threats against Verres, had been brought back
by them, and reserved in order that he himself might decide what should be done with him.
Verres thanks the men and praises their good will and diligence in his behalf. He himself,
inflamed with wickedness and frenzy, comes into the forum. His eyes glared; cruelty was visible in his
whole countenance. All men waited to see what steps he was going to take, what he was going to do;
when all of a sudden he orders the man to be seized, and to be stripped and bound in the middle of the
forum, and the rods4 to be got ready. The miserable man cried out that he was a Roman citizen, a citizen,
also, of the municipal town of Cosa, – that he had served with Lucius Pretius, a most illustrious Roman
knight, who was living as a trader at Panormus, and from whom Verres might know that he was speaking
the truth.
Then Verres said that he had ascertained that he had been sent into Sicily by the leaders of the
runaway slaves, in order to act as a spy; a matter as to which there was not witness, no trace, nor even
the slightest suspicion in the mind of anyone. Then he orders the man to be most violently scourged on
all sides.
In the middle of the forum of Messana, a Roman citizen, O judges, was beaten with rods; while
in the meantime no groan was heard, no other expression was heard from that wretched man, amid all
his pain, and between the sound of the blows, except these words, “I am a citizen of Rome.” He fancied
that by this one statement of his citizenship he could ward off all blows, and remove all torture from his
person. He not only did not succeed in averting by his entreaties the violence of the rods, but as he kept
on repeating his entreaties and the assertion of his citizenship, a cross,– a cross,5 I say – was got ready
for that miserable man, who had never witnessed such abuse of power.
O the sweet name of liberty! O the admirable privileges of our citizenship! . . . Have all our
rights fallen so far that in a province of the Roman people, – in a town of our confederate allies, – a
Roman citizen should be bound in the forum and beaten with rods by a man who only had the fasces and
the axes through the kindness of the Roman people?
What shall I say, when fire and red-hot plates and other instruments of torture were employed? If the
bitter entreaties and the miserable cries of that man had no power to restrain you, were you not moved
even by the weeping and loud groans of Roman citizens who were present at that time? Did you dare to
drag anyone to the cross who said that he was a Roman citizen? . . . .
A Cross With a View

4
5

Thick wooden sticks used for beatings.
The cross was used for crucifixion, a slow and painful method of execution reserved for the most heinous of crimes.
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And accordingly, O judges, that cross, for the first time since the foundation of Messana; was erected
in that place. A spot commanding a view of Italy was picked out by that man [Verres], for the express
purpose that the wretched man who was dying in agony and torture might see that the rights of liberty
and of slavery were only separated by a very narrow strait, and that Italy might behold her son murdered
by the most miserable and most painful punishment appropriate to slaves alone.
It is a crime to bind a Roman citizen; to scourge him is a wickedness; to put him to death is
almost parricide.6 What shall I say of crucifying him? So guilty an action cannot by any possibility be
adequately expressed by any name bad enough for it. Yet with all this that man was not content. “Let
him behold his country”, said he; “let him die within sight of laws and liberty.” It was not Gavius, it was
not one individual, I know not whom, – it was not one Roman citizen, – it was the common cause of
freedom and citizenship that you exposed to that torture and nailed on that cross....
But now, when I am speaking before senators of the Roman people, the authors of the laws of
the courts of justice, and of all right, I ought not to fear other than that Verres will be judged the only
Roman citizen deserving of that cross of his, and that all others will be judged most undeserving of such
a danger.

6

Parricide is the killing of a parent or a near relative.
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18. Suetonius, Life of Augustus (A.D. 119)
Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus (c.69-after 122) was a Roman historian, who is best known for his
biographical sketches of the first twelve Roman emperors. His Life of Augustus gives us a window
from which we can view the important work of Octavian, who became better known as the first
emperor, Augustus Caesar. He defeated the forces of Marcus Antonius at the Battle of Actium in 31
B.C.E and became the master of an empire which had been ravaged by political corruption, military
adventurism, and instability through the long years of civil war. Augustus spent many long years
reforming Roman government, reestablishing military discipline and restoring a sense of duty and
purpose to all levels of society. Peace reigned in the Empire for over 170 years after his death.
After reading the following selection, try to answer these questions:
1) What are the biggest problems Augustus had to correct when he first came to rule Rome?
2) What does he seem to be trying to do with his solutions?
3) Do these solutions have a common theme?
4) What does Suetonius consider to be Augustus’s greatest accomplishments?
[From Suetonius, The Lives of the Caesars, trans. Alexander Thomson (New York: R. Worthington,
1883) found at http://www.fordham.edu/Halsall/ancient/suetonius-augustus.asp]

In military affairs he made many alterations, introducing some practices entirely new, and reviving
others, which had become obsolete. He maintained the strictest discipline among the troops; and would
not allow even his lieutenants the liberty to visit their wives, except reluctantly, and in the winter
season only. A Roman knight having cut off the thumbs of his two young sons, to render them
incapable of serving in the wars, he exposed both him and his estate to public sale. But upon observing
the farmers1 of the revenue very greedy for the purchase, he assigned him to a freedman2 of his own,
that he might send him into the country, and suffer him to retain his freedom.
The tenth legion becoming mutinous, he disbanded it with ignominy; and did the same by some others
which petulantly demanded their discharge; withholding from them the rewards usually bestowed on
those who had served their stated time in the wars.3 The cohorts4 which yielded their ground in time of
action, he decimated, and fed with barley. Centurions, as well as common sentinels, who deserted their
posts when on guard, he punished with death. For other misdemeanors he inflicted upon them various

1

The Roman government did not have a large bureaucracy with which it could collect taxes over such a large empire. Tax
farmers were men, usually of the equestrian class (the one directly under the senatorial class), who bid to get government
contracts to collect taxes in a particular province. These men were often corrupt, collecting more tax money than they were
legally allowed to. As a result, tax farmers were roundly hated by the Roman people.
2
A freedman was a slave who had gained his freedom.
3
Roman soldiers who had served in the army for twenty years were discharged and given a money payment to allow them
to buy a farm and the tools, seed and livestock to work it.
4
Cohorts were units inside a legion.
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kinds of disgrace; such as obliging them to stand all day before the praetorium, sometimes in their
tunics only, and without their belts, sometimes to carry poles ten feet long, or sods of turf. . . .
He accepted of the tribunician power for life,5 but more than once chose a colleague in that office for
two lustra successively. He also had the supervision of morality and observance of the laws, for life,
but without the title of censor;6 yet he thrice took a census of the people, the first and third time with a
colleague, but the second by himself. . . .
He twice entertained thoughts of restoring the republic; first, immediately after he had crushed Antony,
remembering that he had often charged him with being the obstacle to its restoration. The second time
was in consequence of a long illness, when he sent for the magistrates and the senate to his own house,
and delivered them a particular account of the state of the empire. But reflecting at the same time that it
would be both hazardous to himself to return to the condition of a private person, and might be
dangerous to the public to have the government placed again under the control of the people, he
resolved to keep it in his own hands, whether with the better event or intention, is hard to say. . . .
The city, which was not built in a manner suitable to the grandeur of the empire, and was liable to
inundation of the Tiber, as well as to fires, was so much improved under his administration, that he
boasted, not without reason, that he found it of brick, but left it of marble. He also rendered it secure
for the time to come against such disasters, as far as could be effected by human foresight.
A great number of public buildings were erected by him, the most considerable of which were a forum,
containing the temple of Mars the Avenger, the temple of Apollo on the Palatine hill, and the temple of
Jupiter Tonans7 in the Capitol. The reason for his building a new forum was the vast increase in the
population, and the number of causes to be tried in the courts, for which, the two already existing not
affording sufficient space, it was thought necessary to have a third. . . He erected the temple of Apollo
in that part of his house on the Palatine hill which had been struck with lightning, and which, on that
account, the soothsayers declared the God to have chosen. He added porticos to it, with a library of
Latin and Greek authors; and when advanced in years, used frequently there to hold senate, and
examine the rolls of the judges. . . .
Next to the immortal gods, he paid the highest honors to the memory of those generals who had raised
the Roman state from its low origin to the highest pitch of grandeur. He accordingly repaired or rebuilt
the public edifices erected by them; preserving the former inscriptions, and placing statues of them all,
with triumphal emblems, in both the porticos of his forum, issuing an edict on the occasion, in which
One of the main powers of a tribune under the Roman Republic was the veto, which literally meant, “I object.” This was
the power to stop any action of the senate to which the tribune objected.
6
A censor was an ex-consul who was in charge of upholding public morals and of periodically taking a census of all
citizens of the empire.
7
There were several major temples to Jupiter, the king of the gods, in Rome. Jupiter Tonans meant “Thundering Jupiter.”
Jupiter was a god of the sky and in mythology his weapon was the thunderbolt. On one occasion Augustus had been caught
out in a storm and had narrowly missed being struck by lightning. In 22 B.C.E in thanks for being spared Augustus ordered
this temple to be constructed.
5
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he made the following declaration: My design in so doing is, that the Roman people may require from
me, and all succeeding princes, a conformity to those illustrious examples. . .
He corrected many ill practices, which, to the detriment of the public, had either survived the licentious
habits of the late civil wars, or else originated in the long peace. Bands of robbers showed themselves
openly, completely armed, under color of self-defense; and in different parts of the country, travelers,
freemen and slaves without distinction, were forcibly carried off, and kept to work in the houses of
correction. . . . The bandits he quelled by establishing posts of soldiers in suitable stations for the
purpose; the houses of correction were subjected to a strict superintendence. . . .
He burnt all the notes8 of those who had been a long time in arrears with the treasury, as being the
principal source of vexatious suits and prosecutions. . . He struck out of the list of criminals the names
of those over whom prosecutions had been long impending, where nothing further was intended by the
informers than to gratify their own malice, by seeing their enemies humiliated; laying it down as a rule,
that if any one chose to renew a prosecution, he should incur the risk of the punishment which he
sought to inflict. . . .
By two separate scrutinies9 he reduced to their former number and splendor the senate, which had been
swamped by a disorderly crowd; for they were now more than a thousand [members], and some of
them very mean10 persons, who, after Caesar's death, had been chosen by dint of interest and bribery. .
. He revived the office of censor, which had been long disused, and increased the number of praetors…
Having thus regulated the city and its concerns, he augmented the population of Italy by planting in it
no less than twenty-eight colonies, and greatly improved it by public works, and a beneficial application
of the revenues. In rights and privileges, he rendered it in a measure equal to the city itself, by inventing
a new kind of suffrage, which the principal officers and magistrates of the colonies might take at home,
and forward under seal to the city, against the time of the elections. . .
The more important provinces, which could not with ease or safety be entrusted to the government of
annual magistrates, he reserved for his own administration: the rest he distributed by lot amongst the
proconsuls; but sometimes he made exchanges, and frequently visited most of both kinds in person.
Some cities in alliance with Rome, but which by their great licentiousness were hastening to ruin, he
deprived of their independence. Others, which were much in debt, he relieved, and rebuilt such as had
been destroyed by earthquakes. To those that could produce any instance of their having deserved well
of the Roman people, he presented the freedom of Latium,11 or even that of the City.

8

By notes he means records of debts.
A scrutiny was an examination of an institution or individual.
10
Of low birth, common.
11
“The freedom of Latium” was the citizenship rights of a city from the region immediately around Rome. It had the
second highest level of citizenship rights, just under full Roman citizenship.
9
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19. Tacitus, Speech of Emperor Claudius (48 C.E.)
Natural attrition affected the senate, as senatorial families died off through lack of male progeny.
Under the Republic the consuls would choose appropriate new families, usually of equestrian rank, to
fill the vacancies. Under the Empire it was the emperor who made such choices. In 48 C.E. the
Emperor Claudius elevated some Gaulish families, from the lands north of the Alps, to senatorial rank,
engendering much criticism in the senate from senators who thought that this was cheapening the
blood of the Roman people. Claudius’s speech in response to his critics shows the emperor’s
understanding of just how much the Roman Empire had changed over the centuries.
1) What is Claudius’s argument on why Gauls should be allowed into the senate?
2) Why does he bring up earlier conquests made by the Romans?
3) What does this tell us about the changing status of the provinces in the empire?
[From Tacitus: Annals, Book 11., trans. Alfred J. Church and William J. Brodribb. Found at Ancient
History Sourcebook at http://www.fordham.edu/Halsall/ancient/tacitus-ann11a.asp]

"My ancestors, the most ancient of whom was made at once a citizen and a noble of Rome, encourage
me to govern by the same policy of transferring to this city all conspicuous merit, wherever found. And
indeed I know, as facts, that the Julii came from Alba, the Coruncanii from Camerium, the Porcii from
Tusculum,1 and not to inquire too minutely into the past, that new members have been brought into the
Senate from Etruria and Lucania and the whole of Italy, that Italy itself was at last extended to the
Alps, to the end that not only single persons but entire countries and tribes might be united under our
name. We had unshaken peace at home; we prospered in all our foreign relations, in the days when
Italy beyond the Po was admitted to share our citizenship, and when, enrolling in our ranks the most
vigorous of the provincials, under color of settling our legions throughout the world, we recruited our
exhausted empire.
Are we sorry that the Balbi came to us from Spain, and other men not less illustrious from Narbon
Gaul?2 Their descendants are still among us, and do not yield to us in patriotism. "What was the ruin of
Sparta and Athens, but this, that mighty as they were in war, they spurned from them as aliens those
whom they had conquered? Our founder Romulus, on the other hand, was so wise that he fought as
enemies and then hailed as fellow-citizens several nations on the very same day. Strangers have
reigned over us. That freedmen's sons should be entrusted with public offices is not, as many wrongly
think, a sudden innovation, but was a common practice in the old commonwealth.

1

Alba [Longa], Camerium and Tusculum were all cities from Latium, the region immediately next to the city of Rome. The
Latin people at one time went to war with the Romans but were later conquered and given citizenship rights. By Claudius’s
day they all had full Roman citizenship and could run for public office in Rome.
2
Narbonese Gaul was the southern region of what is today France.
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But, it will be said, we have fought with the Senones.3 I suppose then that the Volsci and Aequi4 never
stood in array against us. Our city was taken by the Gauls. Well, we also gave hostages to the
Etruscans, and passed under the yoke of the Samnites. On the whole, if you review all our wars, never
has one been finished in a shorter time than that with the Gauls. Thenceforth they have preserved an
unbroken and loyal peace. United as they now are with us by manners, education, and intermarriage,
let them bring us their gold and their wealth rather than enjoy it in isolation. Everything, Senators,
which we now hold to be of the highest antiquity, was once new. Plebeian magistrates came after
patrician; Latin magistrates after plebeian; magistrates of other Italian peoples after Latin. This practice
too will establish itself, and what we are this day justifying by precedents, will be itself a precedent."
The emperor's speech was followed by a decree of the Senate, and the Aedui were the first to obtain the
right of becoming senators at Rome. This compliment was paid to their ancient alliance, and to the fact
that they alone of the Gauls cling to the name of brothers of the Roman people.

3

The Senones were a Celtic tribe from Gaul who invaded the north of Italy and ultimately sacked Rome in 390 B.C.E.
They ravaged Italy for almost 100 years before the Romans finally defeated them. Their descendants remained in the Po
River Valley afterwards.
4
The Volsci and the Aequi were both central Italy tribes who fought against and were ultimately conquered by the Romans.
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20. Plutarch: Life of Numa, (c. 110 AD)
Roman religion did not conceive of an afterlife that was in any way pleasant. The underworld
contained to shadowy souls of the dead who existed without any pleasures whatsoever. The goal of
religion to the Romans was not to achieve entry into paradise, but rather to avoid insulting or
angering the gods. They were supposed to make both burnt and liquid sacrifices regularly, take part in
public processions honoring the gods and saying prayers, called formulae, which had to be said
word-for-word correctly to have any effect. To a Roman the benefits of worshipping the gods properly
were all gained during one’s lifetime. Good fortune was attributed to proper worship, while bad
fortune was blamed on not treating the gods properly. It was the duty of all Romans to worship Rome’s
gods in the correct manner. The city might suffer misfortune if even one inhabitant did not do his fair
share of religious observances.
Plutarch was a Romanized Greek who wrote biographies of famous men. In his Life of Numa,
an early Roman king, he shows some of the earliest religious observances of the Roman people. He
mentions the origins of the Roman priesthood and certain religious ceremonies. He also discusses the
functions of the chief priest, the Pontifex Maximus. After reading this selection, please try to answer
the following questions:
1) Why were Roman priests called a “pontifices”? What was the symbolism of the name?
2) What were the main duties of Pontifex Maximus (the chief priest)?
3) What is the importance of the rituals performed by the priests, known as the Salii?
4) How much freedom did individual Romans have in performing religious ceremonies?
[From Fordham University, The Ancient History Sourcebook. Found at
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/ancient/romrelig3.asp#Certificate]

The original constitution of the priests, called Pontifices, is ascribed unto Numa, and he himself was, it
is said, the first of them; and that they have the name of Pontifices from pons ["bridge"], or, thus,
"bridge-makers." The sacrifices performed on the bridge were among the most sacred and ancient, and
the keeping and repairing of the bridge attached, like any other public sacred office, to the priesthood.
It was accounted not simply unlawful, but a positive sacrilege, to pull down the wooden bridge; which
moreover is said, in obedience to an oracle, to have been built entirely of timber and fastened with
wooden pins, without nails or cramps of iron. The office of Pontifex Maximus, or chief priest, was to
declare and interpret the divine law....he not only prescribed rules for public ceremony, but regulated
the sacrifices of private persons, not suffering them to vary from established custom, and giving
information to everyone of what was requisite for purposes of worship or supplication. . . .
From Numa's day also were dated twelve sacred targets of bronze, said to have the virtue of guarding
the city from pestilence. The keeping of these targets was committed to the charge of certain priests,
called Salii, who received their name from that jumping dance which the Salii themselves use, when in
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the month of March they carry the sacred targets through the city; at which procession they are
habited1 in short frocks of purple, girt with a broad belt studded with brass; on their heads they wear a
brass helmet, and carry in their hands short daggers, which they clash every now and then against the
targets. But the chief thing is the dance itself. They move with much grace, performing, in quick time
and close order, various intricate figures, with a great display of strength and agility. The targets are
not made round, nor like proper targets, of a complete circumference, but are cut out into a wavy line,
the ends of which are rounded off and turned in at the thickest part towards each other.

1

Dressed in.
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21. Jesus of Nazareth, The Sermon on the Mount
The teachings of Jesus of Nazareth began in the backwater province of Judea, but they soon spread
across the length and breadth of the Mediterranean. One reason for the quickness of the spread was
the uniqueness of the Christian religious message. Traditional Roman religion was quite mechanical
and impersonal in nature. Roman gods were not necessarily kind and benevolent deities. Worship
focused on gaining some benefit from the gods in this life. Worshippers propitiated the gods of Rome
with animal sacrifices, carefully scripted ceremonies and exactly worded prayers, called formulae.
Done correctly, it was believed, these acts could appease the wrath of the gods or earn the worshipper
some tangible form of good. Taking part in the worship of the Roman gods was a civic duty for all
citizens. Even the poorest were expected to make a simple sacrifice once in a while. Failure to do so
might anger the gods and bring down their wrath not just on an individual but on the whole
community. Non-believers, then, were a great danger to the welfare and prosperity of the empire as a
whole.
Jesus of Nazareth was a Jew who spread an entirely different kind of religious message and
conceptualized a very different relationship between humans and the divine. Compare his teachings
with those of traditional Roman religion. After readings the selection below, answer the following
questions:
1) What are the most significant differences which you see?
2) What is the basic aim of life for a Christian?
3) What kind of behavior does the Christian God expect from his believers?
4) Who would have been the main audience for this message? Why would they have found it
appealing?
5) Who in Roman society might have found this message particularly unappealing? Why so?
[From Matthew 5:1-6:8, New International Version]
5 Now when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to
him, 2 and he began to teach them.
He said:
3
“Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
4
Blessed are those who mourn,
for they will be comforted.
5
Blessed are the meek,
for they will inherit the earth.
6
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for they will be filled.
7
Blessed are the merciful,
for they will be shown mercy.
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8

Blessed are the pure in heart,
for they will see God.
9
Blessed are the peacemakers,
for they will be called children of God.
10
Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
“Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you
because of me. 12 Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they
persecuted the prophets who were before you.
11

“You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is
no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot.
13

“You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 Neither do people light a
lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the
house. 16 In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and
glorify your Father in heaven. . . .
14

“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who
murders will be subject to judgment.’ 22 But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister
will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,’1 is answerable to the
court. And anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.
21

“Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother or sister
has something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to
them; then come and offer your gift.
23

“Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still
together on the way, or your adversary may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you
over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. 26 Truly I tell you, you will not get out until you
have paid the last penny.
25

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ 28 But I tell you that anyone who
looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 29 If your right eye
causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body
than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. 30 And if your right hand causes you to stumble, cut it
off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go
into hell. . . .
27

1

A term of contempt.
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“You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ 39 But I tell you, do not resist an
evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. 40 And if anyone
wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. 41 If anyone forces you to go one
mile, go with them two miles. 42 Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who
wants to borrow from you.
38

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 44 But I tell you, love
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 that you may be children of your Father in
heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the
unrighteous. 46 If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax
collectors doing that? 47 And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others?
Do not even pagans do that? 48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
43

6 “Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by them. If you do, you
will have no reward from your Father in heaven.
“So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the
synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their
reward in full. 3 But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is
doing, 4 so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will
reward you.
2

“And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues
and on the street corners to be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full.
6
But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then
your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. 7 And when you pray, do not keep on
babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words. 8 Do not be like
them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.
5
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22. Celsus, The True Word (c. A.D. 180)
Little is known about the writer Celsus other than that he lived in the second century A.D., probably
during the reign of the emperor Marcus Aurelius. His work, The True Word, was written about A.D.
180 and is one of the earliest examples of an anti-Christian polemic, a vigorous attack of the ideas of
the new faith. Celsus’ writings were so strident that his work only survives as quoted in a refutation by
the great Christian theologian, Origen, who quoted large sections of Celsus verbatim. Celsus is
interesting because he gives us a look at how some intellectuals in the Roman world looked at the
upstart Christian religion which counted the lower classes, criminals and even women and children
among its followers.
1) In the following selection, what Christian beliefs is Celsus attacking?
2) According to Celsus, what kind of people were the early Christians?
3) Does Celsus “get” Christianity? Why or why not?
[From, Origen, Contra Celsum, trans. Henry Chadwick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1955)]

I. 28. [Jesus] fabricated the story of his birth from a virgin. . . . He came from a Jewish village and
from a poor country woman who earned her living by spinning. . . . She was driven out by her
husband, who was a carpenter by trade, as she was convicted of adultery. . . . After she had been driven
out by her husband and while she was wandering about in a disgraceful way she secretly gave birth to
Jesus. . . . Because he was poor he hired himself out as a workman in Egypt, and there tried his hand at
certain magical powers on which the Egyptians pride themselves; he returned full of conceit because
of these powers, and on account of them gave himself the title of God. 39. Then was the mother of
Jesus beautiful? And because she was beautiful did God have sexual intercourse with her, although by
nature He cannot love a corruptible body?1 It is not likely that God would have fallen in love with her
since she was neither wealthy nor of royal birth; for nobody knew her, not even her neighbors. . .
II.63. If Jesus really wanted to show forth divine power, he ought to have appeared to the very men
who treated him despitefully and to the man who condemned him and to everyone everywhere. 68. But
if he was so great he ought, in order to display his divinity, to have disappeared suddenly from the
cross.

1

Celsus, like many intellectuals of his day, believed in the philosophical system established by Plato, which taught that all
the world could be divided into two realms, the world of the spirit or mind and the material world of the flesh. Platonism
taught that spiritual things were superior to material or fleshly things. Material things were, in fact, pale reflections of the
things of the spirit or mind. As a result, it was initially very hard for Roman intellectuals to conceive that the Christian God,
a purely spiritual being, would ever have sent his son Jesus to earth to inhabit a fleshly body. This would, to their mind,
have made Jesus become an inferior being. For this reason, throughout The True Word Celsus makes fun of the idea of
Jesus being the son of God.
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III. 4. Their injunctions are like this. ‘Let no one educated, no one wise, no one sensible draw near. For
these abilities are thought by us to be evils. But as for anyone ignorant, anyone stupid, anyone
uneducated, anyone who is a child, let him come boldly.’ By the fact that they themselves admit that
these people are worthy of their God, they show that they want and are able to convince only the
foolish, dishonorable and stupid, and only slaves, women, and little children. . . .
55. In private houses also we see wool-workers, cobblers, laundry-workers, and the most illiterate and
bucolic yokels, who would not dare to say anything at all in front of their elders and more intelligent
masters. But whenever they get hold of children in private and some stupid women with them, they let
out some astounding statements as, for example, that they must not pay any attention to their father and
schoolteachers, but must obey them; they say that these talk nonsense and have no understanding, and
that in reality they neither know nor are able to do anything good, but are taken up with mere empty
chatter. But they alone, they say, know the right way to live, and if the children would believe them,
they would become happy and make their home happy as well.
And if just as they are speaking they see one of the schoolteachers coming, or some intelligent person,
or even the father himself, the more cautious of them flee in all directions; but the more reckless urge
the children on to rebel. They whisper to them that in the presence of their father and their
schoolmasters they do not feel able to explain anything to the children, since they do not want to have
anything to do with the silly and obtuse teachers who are totally corrupted and far gone in wickedness
and who inflict punishment on the children. But, if they like, they should leave father and their
schoolmasters, and go along with the women and little children who are their playfellows to the wooldresser’s shop, that they may learn perfection. And by saying this they persuade them.
59. Those who summon people to the other mysteries2 make this preliminary proclamation: Whosoever
has pure hands and a wise tongue. And again, the others say: Whosoever is pure from all defilement,
and whose soul knows nothing of evil, and who has lived well and righteously. Such are the
preliminary exhortations of those who promise purification from sins. But let us hear what folk these
Christians call. Whosoever is a sinner, they say, whosoever is unwise, whosoever is a child, and, in a
word, whosoever is a wretch, the kingdom of God will receive him. . . 62. But why was he not sent to
those without sin? What evil is it not to have sinned?

2

Mystery religions, also known as cults, were common in the Roman Empire. They promised a personal relationship with
a god or goddess, usually after a private initiation ceremony in which certain secrets, known as “mysteries” were taught to
the initiate. One of the most popular of the mystery religions of the time was that of Isis, originally an Egyptian goddess,
who demanded that an initiate go through an elaborate purification ceremony before learning her mysteries.
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23. Tacitus, Germania (AD 98)
Britain had been invaded by Julius Caesar in 55 B.C.E., which began over 400 years of Roman
domination over the island. The decline of Roman power in the late fourth century A.D. left a power
vacuum which was filled by a series of new invasions by Germanic tribes coming from what is today
Denmark and northern Germany. These tribes, including the Angles, Saxons and the Jutes, left few
written records, and we are reliant upon Roman authors for information about them.
Publius Cornelius Tacitus (ca. 55-120?) was one of the Roman Empire’s most significant
historians. We do not know much about him other than that he came from an aristocratic family, was
well educated and held the civic offices of both a consul and a provincial governor. His Germania
(Latin for “On Germany”), is the only detailed description of the early Germanic tribes. This work
gives us a rare glimpse of the warrior society which was to conquer much of the island of Britain.
Each tribe saw itself as a distinct gens, or people, and had their own allies and enemies, customs and
traditions. But the tribes did share some cultural traits in common. For example, they all were led by a
war leader, sometimes called a chief, a general or a king. This war leader surrounded himself with a
comitatus, a group of followers, usually the very best fighters in the tribe, who swore an oath of
loyalty to him. This bond between war leader and followers was one of the strongest in their society.
The tribes also developed a unique system of law which helped keep order in their society. Without it
they would not have risen to become such an integral part of European civilization.
As you read the following selection, please answer these questions:
1) What characteristics do the Germanic people value most? Which do they most detest?
2) How is a war leader supposed to act in battle? How about his followers (the members of the
comitatus)?
3) What evidence of the close relationship between a war leader and his comitatus do you see?
4) What role does a warrior’s family play in battles?
5) How do the warriors act in peacetime?
6) How do these people keep order in their society? How do they avoid feuds?
[From Alfred J. Andrea, The Medieval Record (New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1997), 43-46.]
6. . . .They carry a spear . . . with a narrow and short head, but so sharp and easy to wield that the
same weapon serves, according to circumstances, for close or distant conflict. . . The foot-soldiers also
scatter showers of missiles, each man having several and hurling them to an immense distance, and
being naked or lightly clad with a little cloak. . . . On the whole, one would say that their chief strength
is in their infantry, which fights along with the cavalry; admirably adapted to the action of the latter is
the swiftness of certain foot-soldiers, who are picked from the entire youth of their country, and
stationed in the front of the line. . . . To give ground, provided you return to the attack, is considered
prudence rather than cowardice. The bodies of their slain they carry off even in indecisive
engagements. To abandon your shield is the basest of crimes; nor may a man thus disgraced be present
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at the sacred rites, or enter their council; many indeed, after escaping from battle, have ended their
infamy with the halter.2
7. They choose their kings by birth, their generals for merit. These kings have not unlimited or
arbitrary power, and the generals do more by example than by authority. If they are energetic, if they
are conspicuous, if they fight in the front, they lead because they are admired. . . . And what most
stimulates their courage is that their squadrons or battalions, instead of being formed by chance or
fortuitous gathering, are composed of families and clans. Close by them, too, are those dearest to them,
so, that they hear the shrieks of women, the cries of infants. They are to every man the most sacred
witnesses of his bravery -- they are his most generous applauders. The soldier brings his wounds to
mother and wife, who shrink not from counting or even demanding them and who administer both
food and encouragement to the combatants. . . .
11. About minor matters the chiefs deliberate, about the more important the whole tribe. Yet even
when the final decision rests with the people, the affair is always thoroughly discussed by the chiefs. . .
12. In their councils an accusation may be preferred or a capital crime prosecuted. Penalties are
distinguished according to the offence. Traitors and deserters are hanged on trees, the coward, the
unwarlike, the man stained with abominable vices, is plunged into the mire of the morass, with a
hurdle put over him.3 This distinction in punishment means that crime, they think, ought, in being
punished, to be exposed, while infamy ought to be buried out of sight. Lighter offences, too, have
penalties proportioned to them; he who is convicted is fined in a certain number of horses or of
cattle…
13. . . .Very noble birth or great services rendered by the father secure for lads the rank of chief;
such lads attach themselves to men of mature strength and of long approved valor. It is no shame to be
seen among a chief’s followers. Even in his escort there are gradations of rank, dependent on the
choice of the man to whom they are attached. These followers vie keenly with each other as to who
shall rank first with his chief, the chiefs as to who shall have the most numerous and the bravest
followers. It is an honor as well as a source of strength to be thus always surrounded by a large body of
picked youths; it is an ornament in peace and a defense in war. And not only in his own tribe but also
in the neighboring states it is the renown and glory of a chief to be distinguished for the number and
valor of his followers, for such a man is courted by embassies, is honored with presents, and the very
prestige of his name often settles a war.
14. When they go into battle, it is a disgrace for the chief to be surpassed in valor, a disgrace for his
followers not to equal the valor of the chief. And it is an infamy and a reproach for life to have
survived the chief, and returned from the field. To defend, to protect him, to ascribe one’s own brave
deeds to his renown, is the height of loyalty. The chief fights for victory; his companions fight for their
chief. If their native state sinks into the sloth of prolonged peace and repose, many of its noble youths
voluntarily seek those tribes that are waging some war, both because inaction is odious to their race,
and because they win renown more readily in the midst of peril, and cannot maintain a numerous
following except by violence and war. Indeed, men look to the liberality of their chief for their war2
3

A halter was a noose. They hang themselves.
He is thrown into a swamp to drown. A hurdle was a moveable panel used to enclose fields or livestock.
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horse and their blood-stained and victorious lance. Feasts and entertainments, which, though inelegant,
are plentifully furnished, are their only pay. The means of this bounty come from war and rapine.4 Nor
are they as easily persuaded to plough the earth and to wait for the year’s produce as to challenge an
enemy and earn the honor of wounds. Nay, they actually think it tame and stupid to acquire by the
sweat of toil what they might win by their blood.
15. Whenever they are not fighting, they pass much of their time in the chase, and still more in
idleness, giving themselves up to sleep and to feasting, the bravest and the most warlike doing nothing,
and surrendering the management of the household, of the home, and of the land, to the women, the
old men, and all the weakest members of the family. They themselves lie buried in sloth, a strange
combination in their nature that the same men should be so fond of idleness, so averse to peace. . .
They are particularly delighted by gifts from neighboring tribes, which are sent not only by individuals
but also by the state, such as choice steeds, heavy armor, trappings, and neck-chains. We have now
taught them to accept money also. . . .
21. It is a duty among them to adopt the feuds as well as the friendships of a father or a kinsman.
These feuds are not implacable; even homicide is expiated by the payment of a certain number of cattle
and of sheep, and the satisfaction is accepted by the entire family, greatly to the advantage of the state,
since feuds are dangerous in proportion to a people’s freedom.

4

Raiding or pillaging.
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24. The Burgundian Code (ca. 474)
The Burgundians were a Germanic tribe that moved westward across the Rhine River until they were
stopped by the Roman army. In the fourth century they were incorporated into the Roman Empire and
settled north of Lake Geneva. During the reign of Gundobad (474-516) one of the greatest
Burgundian kings, the tribe occupied the largest amount of territory in its history and became a major
power in northwestern Europe, even defeating the Franks. After his death, the kingdom contracted and
was soon absorbed into the Frankish kingdom. Gundobad codified the law of his people, which
became known as the Burgundian Code. It is a combination of older laws and new ones influenced by
Roman law. A key concept in Germanic law was that of wergeld, which literally meant “man money.”
All people in Germanic society were judged to be worth a certain fixed sum of money. If someone
caused the injury or death of another, this wergeld price could be paid to stop a feud from erupting.
Try to answer the following questions as you read these laws:
1) How do the Germanic people try to control the violence in their society?
2) What evidence of Roman influence do you see in this law code.
3) What do you learn about the Germanic social order? How is their society ordered?
4) The code says a lot about women and family. What is the status of women in this society?
5) Why would a Germanic king want to enforce these laws? What does he get from a justice system?
[From Mark A. Kishlansky, ed., Sources of the West, vol.1, 3rd ed. (New York: Longman,
1998), 114-118.]
1. In the name of God in the second year of the reign of our lord the most glorious king
Gundobad, this book concerning laws past and present, and to be preserved throughout all future
time, has been issued on the fourth day before the Kalends1 of April [March 29] at Lyons.
2. For the love of justice, through which God is pleased and the power of earthly kingdoms
acquired, we have obtained the consent of our counts and leaders, and have desired to establish such
laws that the integrity and equity of those judging may exclude all rewards and corruptions from
themselves.
3. Therefore all administrators and judges must judge from the present time on between
Burgundians and Romans according to our laws which have been set forth and corrected by a
common method, to the end that no one may hope or presume to receive anything by way of reward
or emolument from any party as the result of the suits or decisions; but let him whose case is
deserving obtain justice and let the integrity of the judge alone suffice to accompany this.
4. We believe the condition of this law should be imposed on us that no one may presume to
tempt our integrity in any kind of case with favors or rewards; first, since our zeal for equity
repudiates from ourselves those things which we forbid to all our judges under our rule, let our
treasury accept nothing more than has been established in the laws concerning the payment of fines.
1

In the Roman system of dating there were no days of the month. All days were expressed as being so many days
before or after either the Kalends (the start of the month) or the Ides (the middle of the month).
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5. Therefore let all nobles, councilors, bailiffs, mayors of our palace, chancellors, counts of
the cities or villages, Burgundian as well as Roman, and all appointed judges and military judges
know that nothing can be accepted in connection with those suits which have been acted upon or
decided, and that nothing can be sought in the name of promise or reward from those litigating; nor
can the parties [to the suit]2 be compelled by the judge to make a payment in order that they may
receive anything [from their suit].
Of Murders
1. If anyone presumes with boldness or rashness bent on injury to kill a native freeman of
our people of any nation or a servant of the king, in any case a man of barbarian tribe, let him make
restitution for the committed crime not otherwise than by the shedding of his own blood.
2. We decree that this rule be added to the law by a reasonable provision, that if violence
shall have been done by anyone to any person, so that he is injured by blows of lashes or by
wounds, and if he pursues his persecutor and overcome by grief and indignation kills him, proof of
the deed shall be afforded by the act itself or by suitable witnesses who can be believed. Then the
guilty party shall be compelled to pay to the relatives of the person killed half his wergeld [value]
according to the status of the person: that is, if he shall have killed a noble of the highest class, we
decree that the payment shall be set at one hundred fifty solidi,3 i.e., half his wergeld; if a person of
middle class, one hundred solidi; if a person of the lowest class, seventy five solidi.
3. If a slave unknown to his master presumes to kill a native freeman, let the slave be handed
over to death, and let the master not be made liable for damages.
4. If the master knows of the deed, let both be handed over to death.
Of the Commission of Crimes Which Are Charged Against Native Freemen
1. If a native freeman, either barbarian or Roman, is accused of a crime through suspicion,
let him render oath, and let him swear with his wife and sons and twelve relatives: if indeed he does
not have wife and sons and he has mother or father, let him complete the designated number with
father and mother. But if he has neither father nor mother, let him complete the oath with twelve
relatives. . . .
Let Burgundians and Romans Be Held Under the Same Condition
in the Matter of Killing Slaves
1. If anyone kills a slave, barbarian by birth, a trained house servant or messenger, let him
compound sixty solidi; moreover, let the amount of the fine be twelve solidi. If anyone kills
another’s slave, Roman or barbarian, either ploughman or swine-herd, let him pay thirty solidi.
2
3

A legal case was called a suit. Our modern word lawsuit comes from this.
A solidus was a silver coin. The plural form is solidi.
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2. Whoever kills a skilled goldsmith, let him pay two hundred solidi.
3. Whoever kills a silversmith, let him pay one hundred solidi.
4. Whoever kills a blacksmith, let him pay fifty solidi.
5. Whoever kills a carpenter, let him pay forty solidi.
Of Those Things Which Happen by Chance
1. If any animal by chance, or if any dog by bite, cause death to a man, we order that among
Burgundians the ancient rule of blame be removed henceforth: because what happens by chance
ought not to conduce to the loss or discomfiture of man. So that if among animals, a horse kills an
ox, or a dog gnaws a dog, so that it is crippled, let the owner hand over the animal or dog through
which the loss is seen to have been committed to him who suffers the loss.
2. In truth, if a lance or any kind of weapon shall have been thrown upon the ground or set
there without intent to do harm, and if by accident a man or animal impales himself thereupon, we
order that he to whom the weapon belongs shall pay nothing unless by chance he held the weapon
in his own hands in such a manner that it could cause harm to a man. . . .
Of Injuries Which Are Suffered by Women
1. If any native freewoman has her hair cut off and is humiliated without cause [when
innocent] by any native freeman in her home or on the road, and this can be proved with witnesses,
let the doer of the deed pay her twelve solidi, and let the amount of the fine be twelve solidi.
2. If this was done to a freedwoman, let him pay her six solidi.
3. If this was done to a maidservant, let him pay her three solidi, and let the amount of the
fine be three solidi.
Of Divorces
1. If any woman leaves [puts aside] her husband to whom she is legally married, let her be
smothered in mire.
2. If anyone wishes to put away his wife without cause, let him give another payment such
as he gave for her marriage price, and let the amount of the fine be twelve solidi.
3. If by chance a man wishes to put away his wife, and is able to prove one of these three
crimes against her, that is, adultery, witchcraft, or violation of graves, let him have full right to put
her away; and let the judge pronounce the sentence of the law against her, just as should be done
against criminals.
4. But if she admits none of these three crimes, let no man be permitted to put away his wife
for any other crime. But if he chooses, he may go away from the home, leaving all household
property behind, and his wife with their children may possess the property of her husband. . . .

81

25. Einhard, Life of Charlemagne (9th century)
As the Roman Empire in the West declined in power during the fifth and sixth centuries, Roman
culture began to meld with the culture of the Germanic tribes which increasingly came into military
and political control of western and central Europe. Both cultures mixed with Christianity and
produced something new – European civilization. The empire of Charles the Great, known as
Charlemagne in French, was the first truly European kingdom. Charlemagne was a warrior, a
lawgiver, a builder, a lover of knowledge and a protector of the Christian Church. The Carolingian
empire he created, so-called after his name in Latin – Carolus, was a bright spot of light in the
period frequently referred to as the Dark Ages because of its general lack of written records.
Charlemagne’s biographer illustrates this light. Einhard was a man of humble birth who
received an education at one of the foremost monastic schools in the empire, making a particular
name for himself for his mastery of Latin. His scholarly pursuits brought him to the attention of
Charlemagne who made him a member of his court. Einhard proved to have a talent for
organization and consequently was put in charge of several of the emperor’s major building
projects. After the emperor’s death Einhard became the personal secretary of his son Louis the
Pious, and this is when he decided to write a biography of Charlemagne. Such a literary work had
not been undertaken since the height of the Roman Empire, and Einhard took as a model
Suetonius’s Life of Augustus.
After reading the following selection,
1) What cultural elements do you see that are Roman in nature?
2) What evidence of Germanic culture do you see?
3) How does Christianity fit into Charlemagne’s world?
4) Compare this biography with the one which Suetonius wrote for Augustus. What similarities do
you see? What makes a great leader according to Suetonius?
5) What makes Charlemagne’s reign exceptional according to Einhard?
[From: Einhard, Life of Charlemagne, trans. Samuel Epes Turner (New York: Harper & Brothers,
1880) found at http://www.fordham.edu/Halsall/basis/einhard.asp#Saxon%20War (Internet
Medieval Sourcebook)]

At the conclusion of this struggle, the Saxon war, that seems to have been only laid aside for the
time , was taken up again. No war ever undertaken by the Frank nation was carried on with such
persistence and bitterness, or cost so much labor, because the Saxons, like almost all the tribes of
Germany, were a fierce people, given to the worship of devils, and hostile to our religion, and did
not consider it dishonorable to transgress and violate all law, human and divine. Then there were
peculiar circumstances that tended to cause a breach of peace every day. Except in a few places,
where large forests or mountain ridges intervened and made the bounds certain, the line between
ourselves and the Saxons passed almost in its whole extent through an open country, so that there
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was no end to the murders thefts and arsons on both sides. In this way the Franks became so
embittered that they at last resolved to make reprisals no longer, but to come to open war with the
Saxons [772].
Accordingly war was begun against them, and was waged for thirty-three successive years with
great fury; more, however, to the disadvantage of the Saxons than of the Franks. It could doubtless
have been brought to an end sooner, had it not been for the faithlessness of the Saxons. It is hard to
say how often they were conquered, and, humbly submitting to the King, promised to do what was
enjoined upon them, without hesitation the required hostages, gave and received the officers sent
them from the King. They were sometimes so much weakened and reduced that they promised to
renounce the worship of devils, and to adopt Christianity, but they were no less ready to violate
these terms than prompt to accept them, so that it is impossible to tell which came easier to them to
do; scarcely a year passed from the beginning of the war without such changes on their part. But the
King did not suffer his high purpose and steadfastness -- firm alike in good and evil fortune -- to be
wearied by any fickleness on their part, or to be turned from the task that he had undertaken. On the
contrary, he never allowed their faithless behavior to go unpunished, but either took the field against
them in person, or sent his counts with an army to wreak vengeance and exact righteous
satisfaction.
At last, after conquering and subduing all who had offered resistance, he took ten thousand of those
that lived on the banks of the Elbe, and settled them, with their wives and children, in many
different bodies here and there in Gaul and Germany [804]. The war that had lasted so many years
was at length ended by their acceding to the terms offered by the King; which were renunciation of
their national religious customs and the worship of devils, acceptance of the sacraments of the
Christian faith and religion, and union with the Franks to form one people. . . .
This King, who showed himself so great in extending his empire and subduing foreign nations, and
was constantly occupied with plans to that end, undertook also very many works calculated to adorn
and benefit his kingdom, and brought several of them to completion. Among these, the most
deserving of mention are the basilica of the Holy Mother of God at Aix-la-Chapelle, built in the
most admirable manner, and a bridge over the Rhine at Mayence, half a mile long, the breadth of
the river at this point. . . But, above all, sacred edifices were the object of his care throughout his
whole kingdom; and whenever he found them falling to ruin from age, he commanded the priests
and fathers who had charge of them to repair them, and made sure by commissioners that his
instructions were obeyed.
He also fitted out a fleet for the war with the Northmen;4 the vessels required for this purpose were
built on the rivers that flow from Gaul and Germany into the Northern Ocean. Moreover, since the
Northmen continually overran and laid waste the Gallic and German coasts, he caused watch and
4

Vikings.
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ward to be kept in all the harbors, and at the mouths of rivers large enough to admit the entrance of
vessels, to prevent the enemy from disembarking; and in the South, in Narbonensis and Septimania,
and along the whole coast of Italy as far as Rome, he took the same precautions against the Moors,
who had recently begun their piratical practices. . . .
Charles was large and strong, and of lofty stature, though not disproportionately tall (his height is
well known to have been seven times the length of his foot); the upper part of his head was round,
his eyes very large and animated, nose a little long, hair fair, and face laughing and merry. Thus his
appearance was always stately and dignified, whether he was standing or sitting; although his neck
was thick and somewhat short, and his belly rather prominent; but the symmetry of the rest of his
body concealed these defects. His gait was firm, his whole carriage manly, and his voice clear, but
not so strong as his size led one to expect. His health was excellent, except during the four years
preceding his death, when he was subject to frequent fevers; at the last he even limped a little with
one foot. Even in those years he consulted rather his own inclinations than the advice of physicians,
who were almost hateful to him, because they wanted him to give up roasts, to which he was
accustomed, and to eat boiled meat instead.
In accordance with the national custom, he took frequent exercise on horseback and in the chase,
accomplishments in which scarcely any people in the world can equal the Franks. He enjoyed the
exhalations from natural warm springs, and often practiced swimming, in which he was such an
adept that none could surpass him; and hence it was that he built his palace at Aix-la-Chapelle, and
lived there constantly during his later years until his death. He used not only to invite his sons to his
bath, but his nobles and friends, and now and then a troop of his retinue or body guard, so that a
hundred or more persons sometimes bathed with him. . .
Charles was temperate in eating, and particularly so in drinking, for he abominated drunkenness in
anybody, much more in himself and those of his household; but he could not easily abstain from
food, and often complained that fasts injured his health. He very rarely gave entertainments, only on
great feast-days, and then to large numbers of people. His meals ordinarily consisted of four
courses, not counting the roast, which his huntsmen used to bring in on the spit; he was more fond
of this than of any other dish. While at table, he listened to reading or music. The subjects of the
readings were the stories and deeds of olden time: he was fond, too, of St. Augustine's books, and
especially of the one entitled "The City of God.". . .5
Charles had the gift of ready and fluent speech, and could express whatever he had to say with the
utmost clearness. He was not satisfied with command of his native language merely, but gave
attention to the study of foreign ones, and in particular was such a master of Latin that he could
speak it as well as his native tongue; but he could understand Greek better than he could speak it.
5

St. Augustine was a bishop and early Christian scholar in the fourth and fifth century. One of his most influential
books was the City of God, which was written after the sack of Rome by the Visigoths in 410.
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He was so eloquent, indeed, that he might have passed for a teacher of eloquence. He most
zealously cultivated the liberal arts, held those who taught them in great esteem, and conferred great
honors upon them. He took lessons in grammar of the deacon Peter of Pisa, at that time an aged
man. Another deacon, Albin of Britain, surnamed Alcuin, a man of Saxon extraction, who was the
greatest scholar of the day, was his teacher in other branches of learning. The King spent much time
and labor with him studying rhetoric, dialectics, and especially astronomy; he learned to reckon, and
used to investigate the motions of the heavenly bodies most curiously, with an intelligent scrutiny.
He also tried to write, and used to keep tablets and blanks in bed under his pillow, that at leisure
hours he might accustom his hand to form the letters; however, as he did not begin his efforts in due
season, but late in life, they met with ill success. . . .
It was after he had received the imperial name that, finding the laws of his people very defective
(the Franks have two sets of laws, very different in many particulars), he determined to add what
was wanting, to reconcile the discrepancies, and to correct what was vicious and wrongly cited in
them. However, he went no further in this matter than to supplement the laws by a few capitularies,
and those imperfect ones; but he caused the unwritten laws of all the tribes that came under his rule
to be compiled and reduced to writing. He also had the old rude songs that celebrate the deeds and
wars of the ancient kings written out for transmission to posterity. He began a grammar of his native
language. He gave the months names in his own tongue, in place of the Latin and barbarous names
by which they were formerly known among the Franks.
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26. Annals of Xanten (845-846)
We have few written sources for the early middle ages (500-1000), which is one reason why this period
is known as the European “dark ages.” However, one type of record, called a chronicle or annals,
gives us tantalizing glimpses of the troubles which Europeans were experiencing as the Carolingian
empire crumbled. Chronicles were books which recorded only the most significant events of a year,
usually just one or two examples. The Abbey Church of Xanten, a town by the mouth of the Rhine river,
kept one such chronicle.
1) What were the big events of the years 845 and 846?
2) How did the leaders of society deal with the problems?
3) How effective were they?
[From the Medieval Sourcebook, Fordham University at
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/xanten1.html]

845 In the same year the heathen1 broke in upon the Christians at many points, but more than twelve
thousand of them were killed by the Frisians.2 Another party of invaders devastated Gaul;3 of these
more than six hundred men perished. Yet owing to his indolence, Charles [the Bald, the rule of France]
agreed to give them many thousands of pounds of gold and silver if they would leave Gaul, and this
they did. Nevertheless the cloisters4 of the most of the saints were destroyed, and many of the
Christians were led away captive.

846 According to their custom the Northmen plundered eastern and western Frisia and burned down
the town of Dordrecht, with two other villages, before the eyes of Lothair [The Emperor],5 who was
then in the castle of Nimwegen, but could not punish the crime. The Northmen, with their boats filled
with immense booty, including both men and goods, returned to their own country.
At this same time, as no one can mention or hear without great sadness, the mother of all the churches,
the basilica of the apostle Peter [in Rome], was taken and plundered by the Moors, or Saracens, who
had already occupied the region of Beneventum. The Saracens, moreover, slaughtered all the
Christians whom they found outside the walls of Rome, either within or without this church. They also
carried men and women away prisoners. They tore down, among many others, the altar of the blessed
Peter, and their crimes from day to day bring sorrow to Christians. Pope Sergius departed life this year.

1

Vikings.
Frisia was the region made up today by the Netherlands.
3
Gaul was the Roman name of the region which became France.
4
Cloisters were the covered walkways built into most monasteries so monks could get exercise even on rainy days. The
term cloister came to be another term for a monastery or abbey.
5
Charles the Bald and Lothair were two of the three grandsons of Charlemagne.
2
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(High Middle Ages: Feudalism & Manorialism)
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27. Homage and Fealty to the Count of Flanders (1127)
The upheavals caused by the invasions of the ninth and tenth centuries helped spur developments in
certain institutions which had first appeared in the early middle ages. For example, the concept of
vassalage had been around since the time of Charlemagne, who had demanded that his noble subjects
swear oaths of fealty (meaning “loyalty”) to their superiors, from the lowest soldier to the greatest
counts. However, over the years as the Vikings, Saracens and Magyars invaded Europe, lords bound
their vassals to them with a combination of an oath and a gift of land, called a fief – in Latin feodum.
The fief consisted of enough land, and the peasants to work it, to support one knight, so he could train
as a warrior. One of the most important ceremonies in the High Middle Ages was the homage
ceremony in which a vassal publicly swore fealty to his lord. The ceremony as performed at the court
of Charles, Count of Flanders is described below.
1) What symbolism do you see in this ceremony?
2) What role do oaths play in the ceremony?
3) Why did the count require oaths from his vassals?

[From “Documents Illustrative of Feudalism," in Translations and Reprints from the Original Sources
of European History, Dana Carlton Munro, ed., vol. 4, no. 3 (Philadelphia: Department of History of
the University of Pennsylvania, 1902), p. 18.]

Through the whole remaining part of the day those who had been previously enfeoffed1 by the most
pious count Charles, did homage to the count, taking up now again their fiefs and offices and whatever
they had before rightfully and legitimately obtained. On Thursday the seventh of April, homages were
again made to the count being completed in the following order of faith and security.
First they did their homage thus, the count asked if he was willing to become completely his man, and
the other replied, "I am willing"; and with clasped hands, surrounded by the hands of the count, they
were bound together by a kiss. Secondly, he who had done homage gave his fealty to the representative
of the count in these words, "I promise on my faith that I will in future be faithful to count William,
and will observe my homage to him completely against all persons in good faith and without deceit,"
and thirdly, he took his oath to this upon the relics of the saints. Afterward, with a little rod which the
count held in his hand, he gave investitures2 to all who by this agreement had given their security and
homage and accompanying oath.

1
2

To be enfoeffed meant to be given a fief.
Investiture formally gave a vassal title to his fief or office. The vassal was said to be invested in the fief.
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28. Charter between Abbot Faritius and Robert, a Knight
The upheavals caused by the invasions of the ninth and tenth centuries produced a number of new
institutions in Europe, including lordship, vassalage and fiefs. The following selection records the
granting of a fief by a lord to a vassal. Notice that in this case the lord is a clergyman, the abbot of a
monastery. Whoever held land from a lord, whether a lay person or a member of the clergy, owed
certain services to his lord. This is a legal document called a charter. In a charter each side gets a
benefit and takes on responsibilities.
1) What benefit does the lord get in this document?
2) What does the vassal get?
3) What ties these two men together?
[Jackson Spielvogel, Western Civilization, 3rd ed. (St. Paul, Minnesota: West Publishing, 1997),
263.]

Abbot Faritius also granted to Robert, son of William Mauduit, the land of four hides3 in Weston
which his father had held from the former’s predecessor, to be held as a fief. And he should do this
service for it, to wit: that whenever the church of Abingdon should perform its knight service4 he
should do the service of half a knight for the same church; that it to say, in castle ward,5 in military
service beyond and on this side of the sea, in giving money in proportion to the knights on the capture
of the king,6 and in the rest of the services which the other knights of the church perform.

3

A hide was a unit of land.
The abbey held land just like any vassal might. It had to provide a certain number of knights every year to fight in its
lord’s army. These fighters performed what was known as knight service.
5
Castle ward meant guarding a castle.
6
A knight was expected to help ransom his lord if he was captured in battle.
4
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29. Raymond, Count of Toulouse (1249)
Central to the system of feudalism was the feudal contract which was drawn up between a lord and a
vassal. These were true legal contracts with each side getting some benefit and having certain
responsibilities. Failure to uphold one’s side of the bargain could cause the feudal contract to be
rendered null and void by the injured party, be he the lord or the vassal. This document from France in
the thirteenth century involves two noblemen, Raymond, the Count of Toulouse, and Arnold Atton,
Viscount of Lomagne. There has been a dispute, and in this letter the lord is informing his vassal of the
consequences. These kinds of disagreements between lord and vassal occurred in other European
countries too.
Please read the following selection and answer these questions.
1) Who is the lord and who is the vassal?
2) Why is the contract is being dissolved.
3) According to the letter, who is at fault?
4) How has the guilty party broken the contract?
5) How is the matter being resolved? What important concept does this illustrate?
[From Frederic Austin Ogg, ed., A Source Book of Mediaeval History: Documents Illustrative of
European Life and Institutions from the German Invasions to the Renaissance (New York, 1907,
reprinted by Cooper Square Publishers (New York), 1972), pp. 227-228.]

Raymond, by the grace of God count of Toulouse, marquis of Provence,1 to the nobleman Arnold
Atton, viscount of Lomagne, greeting:
Let it be known to your nobility by the tenor of these presents what has been done in the matter of the
complaints which we have made about you before the court of Agen;2 that you have not taken the
trouble to keep or fulfill the agreements sworn by you to us, as is more fully contained in the
instrument3 drawn up there, sealed with our seal by the public notary; and that you have refused
contemptuously to appear before the said court for the purpose of doing justice, and you have been
frequently and grossly delinquent toward us in other matters. As your faults have required, the
aforesaid court of Agen has unanimously and concordantly pronounced sentence against you, and for
these matters have condemned you to hand over and restore to us the chateau4 of Auvillars and all that
land which you hold from us in feudal tenure to be had and held by us by right of the obligation by
which you have bound it to us for fulfilling and keeping the said agreements.

1

Both Toulouse and Provence are regions in southern France. In the hierarchy of rank in France a count outranked a
marquis who in turn outranked a viscount.
2
This was the feudal court of the count of Toulouse.
3
The instrument was a separate document enclosed with Raymond’s letter.
4
A chateau was a walled manor house.
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Likewise it has been declared that we are to be put into possession of the said land and that it is to be
handed over to us, on account of your insolence, because you have not been willingly to appear before
the same court on the days which were assigned to you. Moreover, it has been declared that you shall
restore to us all the expenses which we have incurred, or the court itself has incurred, on those days
which were assigned to you, or because of those days, and has condemned you to repay these to us.
Likewise it has been declared that you shall set free that noble man Gerald of Armanhow whom you
hold captive and send him a free man, to us. We demand that you free him by virtue of our right of
lordship.
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30. Alwalton Manor, Huntingdonshire, England (1279)
The feudal contract provided land -- the fief -- to a vassal in return for loyalty and military service.
This fief usually consisted of one or more manors, which may be thought of as villages where peasants
lived and worked their own and their lord’s fields. The lord lived in his manor house, which was
usually fortified. Since the manor provided the income for a lord, his bailiff or steward carefully noted
the manor’s extent, the labor and economic obligations of the peasants and the production level of the
agricultural goods, but it was not until the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries that this information
was written down. The obligations of the peasants could be quite extensive, as can be seen in this
document.
1) What kinds of obligations do different kinds of peasants owe to their manorial lord?
2) What kind of hierarchy do you see among peasants?
3) What is inferior or superior status based on?
[From E.P. Cheyney, D.C. Munro, & J.H. Robinson, eds., Translations and Reprints from the Original
Sources of European History, v.3, no.5 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania,
Department of History, 1907), pp. 4-6.]

The abbot of Peterborough holds1 the manor of Alwalton and vill[age] from the lord king directly;
which manor and vill with its appurtenances the lord Edward, formerly king of England gave to the
said abbot and convent of that place in free, pure, and perpetual alms.2 And the court of the said manor
with its garden contains one half an acre. And to the whole of the said vill Alwalton belongs 5 hides
and a half and 1 virgate3 of land and a half; of which each hide contains 5 virgates of land and each
virgate contains 25 acres. Of these hides the said abbot has in demesne 1 hide and a half of land and
half a virgate which contain as above. Likewise he has there 8 acres of meadow. Also he has there
separable pasture which contains 1 acre. Likewise he has there three water mills. Likewise he has there
a common fish pond with a fish-weir4 on the bank of the Nene, which begins at Wildlake and extends
to the mill of Newton and contains in length 2 leagues.5 Likewise he has there a ferry with a boat.
Free tenants. Thomas le Boteler holds a messuage with a court yard which contains 1 rood,6 and 3
acres of land, by charter, paying thence yearly to the said abbot 14s [shillings].
Villeins. Hugh Miller holds 1 virgate of land in villeinage by paying thence to the said abbot 3s. 1d
[pence]. Likewise the same Hugh works through the whole year except 1 week at Christmas, 1 week at
In theory all land belonged to the king, so vassals did not own it. Instead they “held” it.
This land required no rent or tax, except for prayers for the souls of the giver.
3
Hides and virgates were units of land.
4
A fish-weir was a trap set to collect fish in a stream, pond or river.
5
A league was about 2-1/2 miles.
6
A messuage was a house and all of its outbuildings. A rood was a unit of land equal to about a quarter of an acre.
1
2
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Easter, and 1 at Whitsuntide, that is in each week 3 days, each with 1 man, and in autumn each day
with 2 men, performing the said works at the will of the said abbot as in plowing and other work.
Likewise he gives 1 bushel of wheat for benseed and 18 sheeves of oats for fodder-corn.7 Likewise he
gives 3 hens and 1 cock yearly and 5 eggs at Easter.
Likewise he does carrying8 to Peterborough and to Jakele and no where else, at the will of the said
abbot. Likewise if he sells a brood mare in his court yard for 10s. or more, he shall give nothing to the
aforesaid. He gives also merchet and heriot, and is tallaged9 at the feast of of St. Michael, at the will of
the said abbot.
There are also 17 other villeins. . . each of whom holds 1 virgate of land in villeinage, paying and
doing in all things, each for himself, to the said abbot yearly just as the said Hugh Miller. There are
also 5 other villeins. . . each of whom holds half a virgate of land by paying and doing in all things half
of the whole service which Hugh Miller pays and does.10
Cotters. Henry, son of the miller, holds a cottage with a croft which contains 1 rood, paying thence
yearly to the said abbot 2s. Likewise at the will of the said abbot, each day with 1 man and in the
autumn 1 day in cutting grain with 1 man.

7

Fodder was food fed to livestock. Corn was a generic term for grain. It did not mean corn-on-the-cob.
Carrying meant transportation by horse, wagon or cart.
9
Merchet, heriot and tallage were all specialized taxes which peasants had to pay. Merchet was a fine paid to the lord on
the occasion of the marriage of a peasant’s daughter. Heriot was an inheritance tax. Tallage was a land tax.
10
This refers to serfs known as half-villeins, since they hold half the land and owe half the normal obligations.
8
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(High Middle Ages: Rise of Towns)

94

31. Ipswich Town Charter (1200)
The High Middle Ages (1000-1300) saw a tremendous expansion of commercial activities across
Europe. The end of the Viking and Saracen invasions brought a measure of peace and stability.
Towns, known as boroughs in England, began to grow in population. The merchants and craftsmen
who lived there were called burgesses. Merchants were bringing new and costly luxury items, such as
spices, silks and medicinal drugs, from the Near East and North Africa into Europe, and affluent
families desired them greatly. Many noblemen were anxious to get their hands on cash in order to buy
these luxuries, because merchants did not accept produce or livestock from buyers. Towns were
situated on manorial land. The lords of these lands expected to exercise their power and authority over
them and receive their customary services from the townspeople or be compensated for their loss.
Since the standard labor obligations, which we saw in Document #18 (Alwalton Manor), would have
seriously hampered the commercial activities of the burgesses, and because manorial courts were not
held frequently enough to meet the needs of a town, the townspeople sought certain freedoms, called
liberties. They usually paid a lump sum of money for these privileges, which were legally confirmed by
a charter, such as this one issued by King John of England. Remember that both sides get benefits
from an agreement which is confirmed by a charter.
1) What benefits does the king get from issuing this charter?
2) What liberties (privileges) did merchants receive from this charter?
3) Which of these liberties seem to be particularly important? Why?
4) What does King John give up in order to get his benefits?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 22-23.]

[1] John, by the grace of God king, etc. Know that we have granted and by our present charter have
confirmed to our burgesses of Ipswich our borough of Ipswich,1 with all appurtenances and with all its
liberties and free customs, to be held of us and our heirs by them and their heirs in hereditary right,
paying to our exchequer every year at Michaelmas term, by the hand of the reeve of Ipswich, the just
and accustomed farm2 and, at the same time, the increment of 100s. sterling . . . that they used to pay.
[2] We have also granted that all burgesses of Ipswich are to be quit of toll, stallage,3 lastage, pontage,
and all other customs throughout all our land and throughout the ports of the sea.

1

A borough was originally a fortified town but became a town with rights of self-government granted by a royal charter,
such as this document. An inhabitant of a borough was known as a burgher or a burgess.
2
The farm was a fixed annual sum of money collected by the citizens themselves, a kind of tax, in order to insure political
independence and economic privileges.
3
Stallage, lastage and pontage were taxes collected respectively for the liberty to erect a booth (stall) in a fair or a market,
to attend fairs or markets, and to use a bridge.
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[3] We have granted to them that, with the exception of our officials, none of them shall be impleaded
in any plea outside the borough of Ipswich, save only in pleas concerning foreign tenures.4
[4] And that they shall have their gild merchant.5
[5] That no one shall be lodged or shall take anything by force within the borough of Ipswich.
[6] That they shall justly have their lands and their pledges and all their debts, by whomsoever owed;
[7] That, with regard to their lands and tenures inside the borough of Ipswich, justice shall be assured
them according to the custom of the borough of Ipswich and of our free boroughs.
[8] That, with regard to their debts established at Ipswich and their pledges made in the same place, the
pleas shall be held at Ipswich; and that none of them shall be adjudged in mercy with respect to his
chattells except according to the law of our free boroughs.6
[9] We also forbid any one in all our land, on pain of £10 forfeiture to us, to exact toll, stallage, or any
other custom from the men of Ipswich.
[10] Wherefore we will and straightly command that the aforesaid burgesses shall have and hold the
aforesaid liberties and free customs well and in peace, as they have been and are best and most freely
enjoyed by the other burgesses of our free boroughs in England saving in all things to our citizens of
London their liberties and free customs.
[11] Furthermore, we will and grant that our said burgesses, by the common counsel of their town,
shall elect two of the more lawful and discreet men of their town and present them to our chief justice
at our exchequer7; which men shall well and faithfully keep the reeveship8 of our aforesaid borough of
Ipswich. And so long as they well conduct themselves in that office, they shall not be removed except
by the common counsel of the aforesaid burgesses.

4

A plea was a court case. To be impleaded meant to be taken to court. Citizens suspected of a crime could only be tried in
an Ipswich court.
5
The gild merchant was the original combination of merchants and craftsmen in a guild which governed the town. In the
thirteenth century, separate guilds of craftsmen and merchants were created. The new merchant guild members gradually
forced the craftsmen to the lower rungs of town government.
6
To be adjudged in mercy meant to be fined. Chattells were one’s movable property. Property could not be taken by a court
unless by the laws of Ipswich.
7
The exchequer was the king’s treasury. It both collected taxes and kept accounts of all monies owed to the king.
8
A lord’s manorial lands were usually under the oversight of an official called a bailiff or a reeve. These men kept order
and frequently acted as judges at the manorial courts. When towns were formed on manorial land, certain burgesses had to
take over the responsibilities of the reeve. They were responsible for maintaining law and order in the town. Our modern
word “sheriff” descends from this word.
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[12] We also will that in the same borough, by the common counsel of the aforesaid burgesses, four of
the more lawful and discreet men of the borough shall be elected to keep the pleas of the crown9 and
other matters that pertain to us and to our crown in the same borough, and to see that the reeves of that
borough justly treat both rich and poor.

9

To act as judges in the municipal courts.
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32. The King’s Command to Boutham
Environmental pollution is not new to the twenty-first century. Medieval cities and towns had their own
problems with filthy living conditions. This excerpt is taken from an order sent by the king of England
to the town of Boutham. It demands rectification of the town’s pitiful physical conditions. There is little
evidence to indicate that the king’s order changed the situation dramatically. The bailiffs mentioned
here were officials of a lord who oversaw the running of a town. They kept the peace, arrested
criminals, collected tolls, fees and taxes and performed whatever other tasks needed for the proper
running of the town.
1) What problems does the town have?
2) What orders does the king issue to solve the problems?
3) Why do you think the king bothered to get involved in these matters?
[From Jackson Spielvogel, Western Civilization, 3rd ed. (St. Paul, Minnesota: West Publishing, 1997)
316.]

To the bailiffs of the abbot of St. Mary’s, York, at Boutham. Whereas it is sufficiently evident that the
pavement of the said town of Boutham is so very greatly broke up that all and singular passing and
going through that town sustain immoderate damages and grievances, and in addition the air is so
corrupted and infected by the pigsties situated in the king’s highways and in the lanes of that town and
by the swine feeding and frequently wandering about in the streets and lanes and by dung and
dunghills and many other foul things placed in the streets and lanes, that great repugnance overtakes
the king’s ministers staying in that town and also others there dwelling and passing through, the
advantage of more wholesome air is impeded; the state of men is grievously injured, and other
unbearable inconveniences and many other injuries are known to proceed from such corruption, to the
nuisance of the king’s ministers aforesaid and of others there dwelling and passing through, and to the
peril of their lives. . . the king, being unwilling longer to tolerate such great and unbearable defects
there, orders the bailiffs to cause the pavement to be suitably repaired within their liberty1 before [the
feast day of] All Saints [November 1] next, and to cause the pigsties, aforesaid streets and lanes to be
cleansed from all dung and dunghills, and to cause proclamation to be made throughout their
bailiwick2 forbidding any one, under pain of grievous forfeiture, to cause or permit their swine to feed
or wander outside his house in the king’s streets or the lanes aforesaid.

1

Here liberty means the environs of the town, the area where the town has its own special laws and customs, which were
called liberties.
2
A bailiwick was an area of a town under the control of a certain bailiff.
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33. Archbishop vs. the People of Cologne (1074)
Medieval towns were the focus of many productive and creative activities, but the towns were also a
source of disruptive forces. Remember, many towns had earned a small amount of self-government in
exchange for money payments to a local lord. Not every member of the aristocracy favored the
changes to the social order brought about by the rising economic and commercial importance of
towns. For example, a runaway serf who fled to a town, gained employment and lived there for a year
and a day, would become a free man. Many aristocrats regretted the fact that these upstart
townspeople were beginning to defend their new rights and privileges, called liberties. Tensions
between local lords and the citizens of towns arose for two main reasons: one, the townspeople’s
wealth and liberties were not customary, meaning that they were not part of either the feudal or
manorial systems. Many local knights who were less wealthy than the most prosperous townspeople
grew resentful. Two, towns seeking a charter for self-government were often involved in confrontations
with their lord, whether lay or ecclesiastical, in order to defend their rights. This document is a case in
point. Cologne was a prosperous town in the Holy Roman Empire on the Rhine river. For centuries it
had been politically dominated by the Archbishop of Cologne, one of the most senior clergymen in the
Empire. But in the eleventh century times were changing.
1) What are the sources of conflict in this document?
2) Why do you think the townspeople respond the way they do?
3) How far are the people of Cologne willing to go to defend their rights?
4) How does the rivalry with the nearby city of Worms influence the actions of the people in
Cologne?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 28.]

The archbishop spent Easter in Cologne with his friend, the bishop of Munster, whom he had invited to
celebrate this festival with him. When the bishop was ready to go home, the archbishop ordered his
servants to get a suitable boat ready for him. They looked all about, and finally found a good boat
which belonged to a rich merchant of the city, and demanded it for the archbishop’s use. They ordered
it to be got ready at once and threw out all the merchandise with which it was loaded. The merchant’s
servants, who had charge of the boat, resisted, but the archbishop’s men threatened them with violence
unless they immediately obeyed. The merchant’s servants hastily ran to their lord and told him what
had happened to the boat, and asked him what they should do.
The merchant had a son who was both bold and strong. He was related to the great families of the city,
and because of his character, very popular. He hastily collected his servants and as many of the young
men of the city as he could, rushed to the boat, ordered the servants of the archbishop to get out of it,
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and violently ejected them from it. The advocate of the city1 was called in, but his arrival only
increased the tumult, and the merchant’s son drove him off and put him to flight. The friends of both
parties seized their arms and came to their aid, and it looked as if there was going to be a great battle
fought in the city. The news of the struggle was carried to the archbishop, who immediately sent men
to quell the riot, and being very angry, he threatened the rebellious young men with dire punishment in
the next session of the court2. . . .
The riot in the city was finally quieted a little, but the young man, who was very angry as well as
elated over his first success, kept on making all the disturbance he could. He went about the city
making speeches to the people about the harsh government of the archbishop, and accused him of
laying unjust burdens on the people, of depriving innocent persons of their property, and of insulting
honorable citizens with his violent offensive words. . . . It was not difficult for him to raise a mob. . . .
Besides, they all regarded it as a great and glorious deed on the part of the people of Worms that they
had driven out their bishop because he was governing them too rigidly.3 And since they [the people of
Cologne] were more numerous and wealthy than the people of Worms, and had arms, they disliked to
have it thought that they were not the equal to the people of Worms in courage, and it seemed to them
a disgrace to submit like women to the rule of the archbishop, who was governing them in a tyrannical
manner. . . .

1

One of Cologne’s chief civic officials.
Law courts did not meet year round but rather met only at certain times of the year.
3
Worms was a city about 100 miles south of Cologne on the Rhine River.
2
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34. Magna Carta (1215)
No document has been more influential in the evolution of English (and, arguably, American,
government than the Magna Carta (The Great Charter). It has been interpreted as the foundation of
England’s later constitutional monarchy. King John (r.1199-1216) had the misfortune to be on the
throne at the same time that King Philip Augustus of France was reinvigorating the French monarchy
by conquering the lands of the Angevin Empire. As a result of Philip’s successful campaigns, John and
most of his noblemen lost their lands in France which they had controlled since before the Norman
Conquest. In order to win these lands back John began amassing large amounts of money so he could
pay for a protracted war with the French. Unfortunately he did this by increasing the traditional rates
of money payments. His earls and barons protested, but John ignored them. In the end they revolted
against their king and John was soon fighting for his life. By 1215 John was desperate for a breathing
spell in which he could amass more fighting men and political support. To buy himself some time he
agreed to the terms which his nobles set forth in the Magna Carta and signed the document. John
reneged on it almost immediately, went back to war with his nobles and died a year later. Thus in the
short term the Magna Carta was a failure. However, rather unexpectedly, the document became a
symbol that there were limits to royal power in England, and that not even the king himself was above
the law. Later kings reissued the charter on different occasions, usually in order to prove that they
valued the ancient laws of the land and thus were fit rulers.
In the following selections try to analyze what the charter says about the problems which
England is experiencing under King John.
1) Which groups in society benefit most by the articles in this charter?
2) Do any of these articles have an impact on the common people of England?
3) What does John say his barons can do to him if he does not live up to this charter?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 61-63.]

John, by the grace of God, king of England, lord of Ireland, duke of Normandy and Aquitaine, count of
Anjou, to the archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, barons, justiciars, foresters, sheriffs, reeves, servants
and all bailiffs and his faithful people greeting.
1. In the first place we have granted God . . . that the English church shall be free, and shall hold its
rights entire and its liberties uninjured; and we will that it thus be observed; which is considered to be
most important and especially necessary to the English church . . .
We have granted moreover to all free men of our kingdom for us and our heirs forever all the liberties
written below, to be had and holden by themselves and their heirs from us and our heirs.
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2. If any of our earls or barons, or any others holding [land] of us [as tenants] in chief by knight service
shall die, and at his death his heir be full of age and owe relief, he shall have his inheritance on
payment of the ancient relief,1 namely the heir or heirs of an earl one hundred pounds for a whole
earl’s barony, the heir or heirs of a baron one hundred pounds for a whole barony, the heir or heirs of a
knight 100s. . . .2
4. The guardian of the land of such an heir who is under age [i.e., a ward] shall not take from the land
more than the reasonable revenues, customary dues and services, and that without destruction and
waste of men or goods.3
5. Moreover so long as the guardian has the wardship of the land, he shall maintain the houses, parks,
preserves, fishponds, mills and the other things pertaining to the land from its revenues; and he shall
restore to the heir when he comes of age all his land stocked with ploughs and wainage4 such as the
agricultural season demands and the revenues of the estate can reasonably bear.
8. No widow shall be compelled to marry so long as she wishes to live without a husband, provided
that she gives security that she will not marry without our consent if she holds of us, or without the
consent of the lord of whom she holds, if she holds of another.
9. Neither we nor our bailiffs will seize any land or rent, for any reason so long as the chattels5 of the
debtor are sufficient for the payment of the debt. . . .
12. No scutage6 or aid7 is to be levied in our realm except by the common counsel of our realm, unless
it is for the ransom of our person, the knighting of our eldest son or the first marriage of our eldest
daughter, and for these only a reasonable aid is to be levied…
13. And the city of London is to have all its ancient liberties and free customs8 both by land and water.
Furthermore, we will and grant that all other cities, boroughs, towns and ports shall have all their
liberties and free customs.

1

A relief was an inheritance tax.
100 shillings.
3
When the heir of a fief was a minor, the king had the right to make the heir a ward. The king then ran his (or her) estates
until the heir was eighteen. Often the king handed out wardships to his friends or officials as a reward. Sometimes the king
or his appointed guardians were unscrupulous and looted the lands of their wards. They could leave a ward destitute.
4
Wainage refers to the teams of horses and the wagons that belonged to a farmer.
5
Chattels were personal possessions which were deemed as moveable, like furniture or tools.
6
Scutage literally meant “shield money.” It was a money payment a vassal could make in lieu of personally serving in the
king’s army. The king often preferred scutage payments because he could use the money to hire a mercenary, a professional
soldier. King John was infamous for charging high rates of scutage.
7
A feudal aid was a “gift” a king could demand of his vassals for special events in the life of his family, like those
mentioned in this particular article.
8
Liberties and free customs were special privileges which the city had wrangled out of the king over the years.
2
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17. The common pleas9 shall not follow our court, but shall be held in some certain place.
21. Earls and barons shall only be fined by their peers, and only in proportion to their offense.
28. No constable or other bailiff of ours shall take anyone’s grain or other chattels, without
immediately paying for them in money, unless he is able to obtain a postponement at the good-will of
the seller.
39. No free man shall be taken or imprisoned or dispossessed, or outlawed, or banished, or in any way
destroyed, nor will we go upon him, nor send upon him, except by the legal judgment of his peers or
by the law of the land.
40. To no one will we sell, to no one will we deny, or delay right of justice.
61. Since . . . we have made all these concessions; wishing then to enjoy these in a complete and firm
stability forever, we make and concede to them [the barons] the security described below; that is to
say, that they shall elect twenty-five barons of the kingdom, whom they will, who ought with all their
power to observe, hold, and cause to be observed, the peace and liberties which we have conceded to
them . . .; in this manner, that if we or our justiciar, or our bailiffs, or any of our servants shall have
done wrong in any way toward any one, or shall have transgressed any of the articles . . . and the
wrong shall have been shown to four barons of the aforesaid twenty-five barons, let those four barons
come to us or to our justiciar, if we are out of the kingdom, laying before us the transgression, and let
them ask that we cause that transgression to be corrected without delay.
And if we shall not have corrected the transgression . . . within a period of forty days . . . the aforesaid
four barons shall refer the matter to the remainder of the twenty-five barons, and let these twenty-five
barons with the whole community of the country distress and injure us in every way they can; that is to
say by the seizure of our castles, lands, possessions, and in such other ways as they can until it shall
have been corrected according to their judgment, saving our person and that of our queen, and those of
our children; and when the correction has been made, let them devote themselves to us as they did
before . . .

9

The common pleas were civil cases, meaning law suits between subjects of the king, and not criminal cases.
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35. Summons of Representatives of Shires and Towns to Parliament (1295)
King Henry III (r.1216-1272) tried to rule England without the advice of his earls and barons, and as
a result his nobles led a rebellion against him which removed Henry from power for a time. During
that period the nobles met together occasionally to talk about matters which were necessary for the
good of the kingdom. These meetings became known as parliament, (from the French, parlez , which
means “you speak”), and even after Henry regained control of his government he continued the
precedent of calling such meetings. In fact he expanded the meetings of parliament to include the
representatives of wealthy commoners from the counties (or shires) and the cities and boroughs.
Henry’s son Edward I (r.1272-1307) regularized and formalized the calling of parliament,
which came to meet in two houses: the House of Lords representing the nobles and great clergymen,
and the House of Commons, which represented the wealthy landowners and townspeople. Edward
discovered that such consultations with the key men of his realm made it easier for him to get approval
for collecting taxes and getting important laws passed. Laws which were passed by both houses of
parliament and signed by the king became the highest law of the land – statute law. The members of
parliament (MPs) were sometimes able to force the king to make concessions in order to get the taxes
he needed, which gave them a genuine role in the governing of the kingdom.
After reading the document below please answer the following questions:
1) Why does the king say he is calling a meeting of parliament?
2) Who is responsible for holding elections for the representatives to the House of Commons?
3) Who gets representation in parliament?
[From E. P. Cheyney, trans., University of Pennsylvania, Dept. of History: Translations and Reprints
from the Original Sources of European history, published for the Dept. of History of the University of
Pennsylvania, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, [1897]), Vol. 1, No. 6, pp. 33-35.
Found at the Internet Medieval Source Book.]

The king [Edward I] to the sheriff of Northamptonshire. Since we intend to have a consultation and
meeting with the earls, barons and other principal men of our kingdom with regard to providing
remedies against the dangers which are in these days threatening the same kingdom; and on that
account have commanded them to be with us on the Lord's day next after the feast of St. Martin in the
approaching winter, at Westminster, to consider, ordain, and do as may be necessary for the avoidance
of these dangers; we strictly require you to cause two knights from the aforesaid county, two citizens
from each city in the same county, and two burgesses from each borough, of those who are especially
discreet and capable of laboring, to be elected without delay, and to cause them to come to us at the
aforesaid said time and place.
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Moreover, the said knights are to have full and sufficient power1 for themselves and for the community
of the aforesaid county, and the said citizens and burgesses for themselves and the communities of the
aforesaid cities and boroughs separately, then and there for doing what shall then be ordained
according to the common counsel in the premises; so that the aforesaid business shall not remain
unfinished in any way for defect of this power. And you shall have there the names of the knights,
citizens and burgesses and this writ.
Witness the king at Canterbury on the third day of October.

1

By sufficient power it is meant that the representatives had the authority to make laws which bound the people of the
county.
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36. Johannes de Trokelowe, The Famine of 1315
When we think of the calamities of the fourteenth century we usually think of plague as the main killer.
However, ten percent of the population of Europe (around 7.5 million people) may have died as a
result of famine in the first two decades of that century. One example of why this was the case can be
seen in the following document. The famine of 1315 struck most of Europe. Because the climate
became colder and wetter, many crops failed or rotted on the plant, thus leaving Europe without
enough food. Johannes de Trokelowe was a contemporary chronicler and in this document he
describes the situation in England.
1) What does he see as the reason for the famine?
2) What evidence does he have that the famine was severe?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 70.]

In the year of our Lord 1315, in addition to the other distresses with which England was afflicted,
famine grew in the land . . . . Meat began to run out and eggs began to disappear. Capons1 and fowl
could scarcely be found; and sheep died from disease, pigs could not be fed because of the excessive
price of fodder. A quarter2 of grain, beans, or peas sold for twenty shillings, and oats for ten shillings.3
A quarter of salt generally sold for thirty-five shillings, which was unheard of in centuries past.
The land was so oppressed with want that when the king came to St. Albans on the feast of St.
Laurence4 it was scarcely possible to find bread on sale to sustain his immediate household. . . .
The famine began in the month of May and continued until the feast of the nativity of the Blessed
[Virgin] Mary.5 The summer rains were so heavy that grain could not ripen. It could scarcely be
gathered and baked into bread for the said feast day unless it was first put in containers to dry. Toward
the end of autumn, the famine was mitigated in part, but around the feast of the nativity of the Lord, it
returned completely. . . . There can be no doubt that the poor were wasting away from hunger since
even the rich were constantly hungry. . . .
Four pennies worth of coarse bread was not enough to feed a common man for one day. The usual
kinds of meats . . . were exceedingly scarce; horse meat6 was precious; fat dogs were stolen. And,

1

A capon is a rooster which is castrated to improve the flavor of its flesh.
A quarter was an old English measure of a quantity of grain or other produce equal to eight bushels.
3
The prices here quoted are up 400% since 1313.
4
August 10.
5
September 8.
6
Horse meat means food for horses (provender) and not the meat of horses.
2
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many claimed that in many places men and women secretly ate their own and even other peoples’
children.
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37. Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron
The outbreak of bubonic and pneumonic plague viruses which struck Europe between the years 1347
to 1350 devastated European society and killed about one-third of the population. This particular bout
of plague was so virulent that it became known as The Black Death. The introduction to the
Decameron of Boccaccio (1313-1375) is the most famous literary treatment of the Black Death.
Boccaccio’s observations about the progress of the disease in the human body come from firsthand
experience. He was one of the rare individuals who caught the bubonic plague and actually survived it.
He also witnessed how an outbreak of plague changed everyday life in a city.
After reading Boccaccio’s account of the Black Death on the city-state of Florence, try to
answer the following questions:
1) How did medieval people account for the origin of the disease?
2) How did people try to prevent getting the plague?
3) Once the plague hit Florence how did everyday life change? How did people’s behavior change?
4) How did civic officials deal with the mass deaths caused by the plague?
5) Did the plague affect the countryside differently from the city? How so?
[From Rosemary Horrox, ed., The Black Death (Manchester UP, 1994), 26-28.]
I say, then, that the sum of thirteen hundred and forty-eight years had elapsed since the fruitful
Incarnation of the Son of God, when the noble city of Florence, which for its great beauty excels all
others in Italy, was visited by the deadly pestilence. Some say that it descended upon the human race
through the influence of the heavenly bodies, others that it was a punishment signifying God’s
righteous anger at our iniquitous way of life. But whatever its cause, it had originated some years
earlier in the East, where it had claimed countless lives before it unhappily spread westward, growing
in strength as it swept relentlessly on from one place to the next.
In the face of its onrush, all the wisdom and ingenuity of man were unavailing. Large quantities of
refuse were cleared out of the city by officials specially appointed for the purpose, all sick persons
were forbidden entry, and numerous instructions were issued for safeguarding the people’s health, but
all to no avail. Nor were the countless petitions humbly directed to God by the pious, whether by
means of formal processions or in any other guise, any less ineffectual. For in the early spring of the
year we have mentioned, the plague began, in a terrifying and extraordinary manner, to make its
disastrous effects apparent. It did not take the form it had assumed in the East, where if anyone bled
from the nose it was an obvious portent of certain death. On the contrary, its earliest symptom, in men
and women alike, was the appearance of certain swellings in the groin or the armpit, some of which
were egg-shaped whilst others were roughly the size of the common apple. Sometimes the swellings
were large, sometimes not so large, and they were referred to by the populous as gavoccioli. From the
two areas already mentioned, this deadly gavocciolo would begin to spread, and within a short time it
would appear at random all over the body. Later on, the symptoms of the disease changed, and many
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people began to find dark blotches and bruises on their arms, thighs, and other parts of the body,
sometimes large and few in number, at other times tiny and closely spaced. These, to anyone
unfortunate enough to contract them, were just as infallible a sign that he would die as the gavocciolo
had been earlier, and as indeed it still was.
Against these maladies, it seemed that all the advice of physicians and all the power of medicine were
profitless and unavailing. Perhaps the nature of the illness was such that it allowed no remedy; or
perhaps those people who were treating the illness (whose numbers had increased enormously because
the ranks of the qualified were invaded by people, both men and women, who had never received any
training in medicine), being ignorant of its causes, were not prescribing the appropriate cure. At all
events, few of those who caught it ever recovered, and in most cases death occurred within three days
from the appearance of the symptoms we have described, some people dying more rapidly than others,
the majority without any fever or other complications.
But what made this pestilence even more severe was that whenever those suffering from it mixed with
people who were still unaffected, it would rush upon these with the speed of a fire racing through dry
or oily substances that happened to be placed within its reach. Nor was this the full extent of its evil,
for not only did it infect healthy persons who conversed or had any dealings with the sick, making
them ill or visiting an equally horrible death upon them, but it also seemed to transfer the sickness to
anyone touching the clothes or other objects which had been handled or used by its victims. . . .
These things . . . caused various fears and fantasies to take root in the minds of those who were still
alive and well. And almost without exception, they took a single and very inhuman precaution, namely
to avoid or run away from the sick and their belongings, by which means they all thought that their
own health would be preserved.
Some people were of the opinion that a sober and abstemious mode of living considerably reduced the
risk of infection. They therefore formed themselves into groups and lived in isolation from everyone
else. Having withdrawn to a comfortable abode where there were no sick persons, they locked
themselves in and settled down to a peaceable existence, consuming modest quantities of delicate
foods and precious wines and avoiding all excesses. They refrained from speaking to outsiders, refused
to receive news of the dead or sick, and entertained themselves with music and whatever other
amusements they were able to devise.
Others took the opposite view, and maintained that an infallible way of warding off this appalling evil
was to drink heavily, enjoy life to the full, go round singing and merrymaking, gratify all of one’s
cravings whenever the opportunity offered, and shrug the whole thing off as one enormous joke.
Moreover, they practiced what they preached to the best of their ability, for they would visit one tavern
after another, drinking all day and night to immoderate excess; or alternatively (and this was their more
frequent custom), they would do their drinking in various private houses, but only in the ones where
the conversation was restricted to subjects that were pleasant or entertaining. Such places were easy to
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find, for people behaved as though their days were numbered, and treated their belongings and their
own persons with equal abandon. Hence most houses had become common property, and any passing
stranger could make himself at home as naturally as though he were the rightful owner. But for all their
riotous manner of living, these people always took good care to avoid any contact with the sick.
In the face of so much affliction and misery, all respect for the laws of God and man had virtually
broken down and been extinguished in our city. For like everybody else, those ministers and executors
of the laws who were not either dead or ill were left with so few subordinates that they were unable to
discharge any of their duties. Hence everyone was free to behave as he pleased. . . .
Some people, pursuing what was possibly the safer alternative, callously maintained that there was no
better or more efficacious remedy against a plague than to run away from it. Swayed by this argument,
and sparing no thought for anyone but themselves, large numbers of men and women abandoned their
city, their homes, their relatives, their estates and their belongings, and headed for the countryside,
either in Florentine territory or, better still, abroad. . .
It was not merely a question of one citizen avoiding another, and of people almost invariably
neglecting their neighbors and rarely or never visiting their relatives, addressing them only from a
distance; this scourge had implanted so great a terror in the hearts of men and women that brothers
abandoned brothers, uncles their nephews, sisters their brothers, and in many cases wives deserted
their husbands. But even worse, and almost incredible, was the fact that fathers and mothers refuse to
nurse and assist their own children, as though they did not belong to them. . .
Whenever people died, their neighbors nearly always followed a single, set routine, prompted as much
by their fear of being contaminated by the decaying corpse as by any charitable feelings they may have
entertained towards the deceased. Either on their own, or with the assistance of bearers whenever these
were to be had, they extracted the bodies of the dead from their houses and left them lying outside their
front doors, where anybody going about the streets, especially in the early morning, could have
observed countless numbers of them. Funeral biers would then be sent for, upon which the dead were
taken away, though there were some who, for lack of biers, were carried off on plain boards. . . And
times without number it happened that two priests would be on their way to bury someone, holding a
cross before them, only to find that bearers carrying three or four additional biers would fall in behind
them; so that whereas the priests had thought that they had only one burial to attend to, they in fact had
six or seven, and sometimes more. Even in these circumstances, however, there were no tears or
candles or mourners to honor the dead; in fact, no more respect was accorded to dead people than
would nowadays be shown towards dead goats. For it was quite apparent that the one thing which, in
normal times, no wise man had ever learned to accept with patient resignation (even though it struck so
seldom and unobtrusively), had now been brought home to the feeble-minded as well, but the scale of
the calamity caused them to regard it with indifference.
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Such was the multitude of corpses (of which further consignments were arriving every day and almost
by the hour at each of the churches), that there was not sufficient consecrated ground for them to be
buried in, especially if each was to have its own plot in accordance with long-established custom. So
when all the graves were full, huge trenches were excavated in the churchyards, into which new
arrivals were placed in their hundreds, stowed tier upon tier like ships’ cargo, each layer of corpses
being covered over with a thin layer of soil till the trench was filled to the top.
But rather than describe in elaborate detail the calamities we experienced in the city at that time, I must
mention that, whilst an ill wind was blowing through Florence itself, the surrounding region was no
less badly affected. In the fortified towns, conditions were similar to those in the city itself on a minor
scale; but in the scattered hamlets and the countryside proper, the poor unfortunate peasants and their
families had no physicians or servants whatever to assist them, and collapsed by the wayside, in their
fields, and in their cottages at all hours of the day and night, dying more like animals than human
beings. Like the townspeople, they too grew apathetic in their ways, disregarded their affairs, and
neglected their possessions. Moreover, they all behaved as though each day was to be their last, and far
from making provision for the future by tilling their lands, tending their flocks, and adding to their
previous labors, they tried in every way they could think of to squander the assets already in their
possession. Thus it came about that oxen, asses, sheep, goats, pigs, chickens, and even dogs (for all
their deep fidelity to man) were driven away and allowed to roam freely through the fields, where the
crops lay abandoned and had not even been reaped, let alone gathered in. And after a whole day’s
feasting, many of these animals, as though possessing the power of reason, would return glutted in the
evening to their own quarters, without any shepherd to guide them.
But let us leave the countryside and return to the city. What more remains to be said, except that the
cruelty of heaven (and possibly, in some measure, also that of man) was so immense and so
devastating that between March and July [1348], what with the fury of the pestilence and the fact that
so many of the sick were inadequately cared for or abandoned in their hour of need because the healthy
were too terrified to approach them, it is reliably thought that over a hundred thousand human lives
were extinguished with the walls of Florence. Yet before this lethal catastrophe fell upon the city, it is
doubtful whether anyone would have guessed it contained so many inhabitants.
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38. Jean de Venette, The Plague’s Effects on France
Jean de Venette’s chronicle of events in France from 1348 to 1368 offers a different view of the
plague’s effects. Here, he includes a description of a new urban religious sect – the flagellants – who
believed that God sent the plague to punish a corrupt human population. In order to appease God’s
anger, the flagellants punished themselves with floggings and sang hymns to the glory of God.
Try to answer the following questions after reading this selection:
1) What astronomical phenomena were associated with the coming of the plague?
2) Who else was blamed for the plague? How were they treated? Does De Vennette believe this?
3) Why did the flagellants choose such a violent response to the calamities around them?
4) What does this say about their faith in the clergy?

[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 72-73.]

In A.D. 1348, the people of France and of almost the whole world were struck by a blow other than
war. For, in addition to the famine which I described in the beginning and to the wars which described
in the course of this narrative, pestilence and its attendant tribulations appeared again in various parts
of the world. In the month of August, 1348, after Vespers1 when the sun was beginning to set, a big
and very bright star appeared above Paris, toward the west. . . . At length, when night had come, this
big star, to the amazement of all of us who were watching, broke into many different rays and, as it
shed these rays over Paris toward the east, totally disappeared and was completely annihilated.
Whether it was a comet or not, whether it was composed of airy exhalations and was finally resolved
into vapor, I leave to the decision of astronomers. It is, however, possible that it was a presage2 of the
amazing pestilence to come, which in fact, followed very shortly in Paris and throughout France and
elsewhere, as I shall tell. . . .
Some said that this pestilence was caused by infection of the air and waters, since there was at this time
no famine nor lack of food supplies, but on the contrary great abundance. As a result of this theory of
infected air and water as the source of the plague the Jews were suddenly and violently charged with
infecting wells and water and corrupting the air. The whole world rose up against them cruelly on this
account. In Germany and other parts of the world where Jews lived, they were massacred and
slaughtered by Christians, and many thousands were burned everywhere indiscriminately. The
unshaken, if fatuous constancy of the men and their wives was remarkable. For mothers hurled their
children first into the fire that they might not be baptized and then leaped in after them to burn with
their husbands and children. It is said that many bad Christians were found who in like manner put
1
2

Vespers was an evening worship service.
A foretelling.
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poison into wells. But in truth, such poisonings, granted that they actually were perpetrated, could not
have caused so great a plague nor have infected so many people. There were other causes; for example,
the will of God and the corrupt humors3 and evil inherent in air and earth. . . .
In the year 1349, while the plague was still active and spreading from town to town, men in Germany,
Flanders, Hainaut, and Lorraine rose up and began a new sect, [the flagellants], on their own authority.
Stripped to the waist, they gathered in large groups and bands and marched in procession through the
crossroads and squares of cities and good towns. There they formed circles and beat upon their backs
with weighted scourges, rejoicing as they did so in loud voices and singing hymns suitable to their rite
and newly composed for it.4 Thus for thirty-three days they marched through many towns doing their
penance and affording a great spectacle to the wondering people. They flogged their shoulders and
arms with scourges tipped with iron points so zealously as to draw blood. . . .

3

Medieval people believed that illness was caused by an imbalance in the four liquid substances, called humors, of which
the human body was filled.
4
This is a reference to the flagellants mentioned in the introduction to the document. Their name is derived from the verb
flagellate, meaning to beat on the back.
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39. The Chronicle of Henry Knighton (1350s)
Henry Knighton (d.1396) was a monk in an abbey in Leicester, England. He wrote a history of his
times which included an account of the Black Death and the changes it brought to English society. It is
worth remembering that the plague killed about 1/3 to ½ of the population of England between 1348
and 1350. The following selection was written by Knighton in the 1350s, and offers a view of the
problems which England was experiencing, both religiously and socially, immediately after the end of
the outbreak of plague known as the Black Death.
Read the following excerpts from Knighton’s chronicle and try to answer these questions:
1) How was the English Church affected by the Black Death?
2) How did the lives of workers change after the Black Death years?
3) What impact did the plague have on landowners in the countryside?
4) Why did the king get involved in their dispute?
5) Whose side does Knighton seem to be on? Why do you think this is?
[Rosemary Horrox, ed. & trans., The Black Death (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press,
1994), 78-80.]
At that time there was such a great shortage of priests everywhere that many churches were widowed
and lacked the divine offices, masses, matins,1 vespers,2 and the sacraments and sacramentals.3 A man
could scarcely get a chaplain4 for less than £10 or 10 marks5 to minister to any church, and whereas
before the pestilence there had been a glut of priests, and a man could get a chaplain for 4 or 5 marks…
But within a short time a great crowd of men whose wives had died in the pestilence rushed into
priestly orders. Many of them were illiterate, no better than laymen – for even if they could read, they
did not understand what they read.
. . . Meanwhile the king sent commands into every county that reapers and other workers should not
take more than they were accustomed to take,6 under penalties laid down by the statute7 which he had
introduced to this end. But the workers were so above themselves and so bloody-minded that they took
no notice of the king’s command. If anyone wished to hire them he had to submit to their demands, for
either his fruit and standing corn8 would be lost or he had to pander to the arrogance and greed of the
workers. When it was brought to the king’s attention that people were not obeying his orders, but were

1

Prayers said from midnight to dawn.
Prayers said at sunset.
3
Sacramentals were objects which had been blessed by a clergyman, such as water or candles, and then used by the laity.
4
A chaplain was a clergyman who took care of a chapel in a private home.
5
A mark was 2/3 of an English pound.
6
before the time of the Black Death
7
Knighton is referring to the Statute of Laborers of 1351 which made it a crime for workers and artisans to charge more for
their labor than in the days before the Black Death. The statute was a response to
8
By “fruit” Knighton is referring to any kind of crop grown (literally, the fruit of the fields). Corn was a generic word
referring to any kind of grain. Standing corn meant grain which had grown to the point that it was ready to harvest.
2
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giving higher wages to the workers, he levied heavy fines on abbots, priors, greater and lesser knights,
and on others, of some 40s. or 20s. from others, depending on their ability to pay… Then the king had
numerous workers arrested and sent to prison, and many of these escaped and took to the woods and if
they were captured they were heavily fined. And most took oaths that they would not take more than
their old daily wages, and thereby secured their release from prison. The same was done to artisans in
boroughs and towns.
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40. The Good Parliament (1376)
The Hundred Years’ War, a series of military engagements which occupied the English and the French
for actually well over a century, had its official beginning in 1337, when King Edward III of England
pressed his claim to the French throne by invading France. During the early years of the war the
English forces were victorious, and the French king was captured at the Battle of Poitiers in 1356.
After the initial glory of such triumphs as Poitiers had faded, the English found themselves bogged
down in a war which accomplished little and cost much. Fruitless campaigns, corruption, and a lack of
leadership at home provoked Parliament to make demands of the king in return for funding the war
abroad. Some of these demands were achieved, at least temporarily, in the session of 1376, known as
the “Good Parliament.” In the following selection what evidence do you see that the power of
Parliament is growing? What are they able to force the king to do in order to get funding for the war?
Who do they claim is at fault for the bad things happening in the realm? Is the king blamed directly?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 73-74.]
In the year of grace 1376 . . . in the beginning of the month of May, King Edward caused a great
parliament to be called at Westminster; at which, in accordance with his usual custom, he asked from
the people that a certain subsidy1 be granted to him for the defense of the kingdom. In replying to him
they said that they were frequently worried in various ways by such impositions, and they said truly
that they could not bear such burdens without the greatest loss. For it was clearly evident to them that
the king had sufficient [resources] for the defense of his kingdom, if the kingdom were ruled prudently
and faithfully, but as long as there was such government in the kingdom as was then being carried on
by the wicked officials, the kingdom would never abound in resources or wealth. They offered to prove
this clearly, and if after this proof it should be found that the king needed anything, they would aid him
according to their ability. In the progress of events many things were said about the favorites of the
king, his various other officers, and especially Lord Latimer, his chancellor,2 who influenced the king
in the worst way.
Wherefore the duke of Lancaster,3 Lord Latimer, and several other officers of the king were removed
and others substituted in their places. Likewise, at the petition of the community, it was ordained that
certain bishops and earls of praiseworthy lives should rule the king and kingdom for the rest. This had
to be done, as the king was already verging on senility and needed helpers of this kind. But this change
lasted scarcely three months, inasmuch as it was hindered by those who had been removed from the
king, as was mentioned above.

1

A subsidy was a tax on both land and moveable wealth.
The chancellor was one of the great officers of state and thus an important advisor of the king. He was the head of the
Chancery, the chief writing office of the English government, in charge of royal correspondence and treaties.
3
John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, was the fourth son of Edward III.
2
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